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ACT   I. 

SCENE.  Nero's  villa  on  the  Gulf  of  Baiae.  A  spacious  chamber 
decorated  with  various  specimens  of  Greek  art.  A  portico 
gives  admittance  on  the  left,  and  on  the  right  a  flight  of 
steps  leads  up  to  a  terrace  above  which  is  open  to  the  air, 
and  beyond  which  the  Bay  of  Naples  and  Mount  Vesu- 
vius are  seen  in  the  distance.  A  door  in  the  centre,  hung 
with  curtains,  leads  to  the  Emperor's  apartments.  As  the 
curtain  rises,  Seneca  and  Burrus  are  discovered  seated 
at  a  small  table  looking  over  documents,  and  Anicetus  is 
standing  at  the  foot  of  steps  keeping  guard. 

BURRUS.  The  legions  have  sustained  a  sore  defeat. 

SENECA.  Who  is  your  general  ? 

BURRUS.  'Tis  Corbulo. 

SENECA.  Is  he  experienced  in  the  art  of  war  ? 

BURRUS.  He  is. 

SENECA.  And  why  his  recent  failure  then  ? 

BURRUS.  The    Parthians   had    an    overwhelming 
force. 

SENECA.  The  fault  of  Rome  hath  ever  been  to  send 
An  insufficient  army  to  the  front. 

BURRUS.  That  is  a  just  reproach. 

SENECA.  Are  there  no  means 

By  which  this  blunder  may  be  remedied  ? 
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BURRUS.  The  Emperor,  alas !  hates  all  expense. 

SENECA.  Then,  must  the  campaign  fail  for  want  of 
men? 

BURRUS.  Unless  we  take  responsibility. 

SENECA.  That  is  a  course  we  have  no  power  to  take. 

BURRUS.  What  dost  thou  fear  ? 

SENECA.  The  anger  of  the  prince. 

BURRUS.  Hast  thou  no  influence  over  him  ? 

SENECA.  Not  I. 

BURRUS.  And  yet  men  say  thou  hast. 

SENECA.  Then  men  have  lied. 

BURRUS.  'Tis  hard  we  may  not  succour  Corbulo. 

SENECA.  It  is. 

BURRUS.  Oh,  these  are  doleful  days  ! 

SENECA.  They  are 

A  change,  indeed,  from  those  of  yore. 

BURRUS.  Alas ! 

SENECA.  When  Julius  Caesar  triumphed  o'er  the 

world 
No  avaricious  thoughts  found  place. 

BURRUS.  Our  prime — 

Our  golden  prime — is  past. 

SENECA.  I  fear  'tis  so. 

BURRUS.  Couldst  thou  not  bring  the  Emperor  to 

see 
The  fast  decay  of  Rome  ? 

SENECA.  It  might  be  done 
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If  fortune  favoured  us. 

BuRRUS.  What  dost  thou  mean  ? 

SENECA.  If  Agrippina — 

BURRUS.  Well  ? 

SENECA.  Were  set  aside — 

BURRUS.  Say  on,  I  pray. 

SENECA.  Then  might  we  gain  our  end. 

BURRUS.  Explain  thyself. 

SENECA.  The  influence  which  she  wields — 

BURRUS.  The  power  she  wields ! 

SENECA.  Is  all  for  bad. 

BURRUS.  Proceed ! 

SENECA.  Take  that  away,  and  truth  may  be  his 
guide. 

BURRUS.  Then  dost  thou  favour  Agrippina's  death  ? 

SENECA.  I  do  approve.     But  hush  !  I  hear  a  step. 
Enter  Attendant. 

ATTEND.  Which  of  you  is  Seneca  ? 

SENECA.  I  am  he. 

ATTEND.  Impatiently  a  courier  stands  without 
Who  comes  from — 

SENECA  (quietly).  Corbulo  ? 

BURRUS.  I  guessed  as  much. 

ATTEND.  Then  have  you  guessed  aright,  my  lord. 

SENECA.  Tell  him 

I  will  attend  him  instantly. 

ATTEND.  I  will.  [Exit. 
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BURRUS.  I  trust  no  more  disaster  has  ensued. 
SENECA.  Tis  hard  to   tell.      But  come,  and  we 
shall  hear.  [Exeunt. 

(A  pause,  during  which  ANICETUS  draws  back 
the  curtains  from  the  doorway  leading  to  the 
Emperors  apartments.  A  sound  of  accla- 
mation coming  nearer,  and  NERO,  POPPAEA, 
Court,  and  people  enter.} 

NERO.  Most  beautiful  Poppaea,  thou  hast  charms 
Exceeding  those  of  Hero,  for  whose  sake 
The  young  Leander  swam  the  Hellespont. 

POPPAEA.  Thou  dost  but  flatter  me,  my  lord,  for  I 
Have  not  the  beauty  of  the  Grecian  dame. 
NERO.  I  say  thou  hast ! 
POPPAEA.  I  may  not  contradict 

My  Emperor  or  I — 

NERO.  Would  what  ? 

POPPAEA.  Would  say 

None  can  dispute  the  prize  of  loveliness 
With  young  Leander's  choice. 

NERO.  Now,  thou  art  wrong. 

POPPAEA.  Not  so,  my  lord. 

NERO.  The  great  Olympian  Jove 

If  he  but  saw  would  covet  thee. 

POPPAEA.  But  I 

Would  not  allow  my  sense  to  stray  that  path. 
NERO.  Why  not  ? 
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POPPAEA.  Deep  rooted  is  my  love  for  thee. 

NERO.  Then  am  I  blest  indeed.     Hear  me,  my  own. 
The  earth  shall  yield  her  gold  and  precious  stones — 
Sardonyx,  amethyst,  and  emerald, 
Sky-mocking  sapphire,  ruby,  opal  grey — 
To  glister  on  thy  hair. 

POPPAEA.  In  truth,  my  lord, 

A  borrowed  lustre  I  have  never  sought, 
But  wear  the  simple  charms  sweet  nature  gave. 

NERO.  And  these  are  culled  from  nature's  choicest 
store. 

POPPAEA.  Oh,  I  could  live  in  thy  affection  thus, 
And  flourish  like  a  flower  kissed  by  the  sun, 
If— 

NERO.  If? 

POPPAEA.  Some  words  are  better  left  unsaid. 

NERO.  Thou  dost  but  rouse  my  curiosity. 

POPPAEA.  Forget  that  I  have  roused  it,  then. 

NERO  Alas ! 

Wilt  thou  not  let  me  share  thy  confidence  ? 

POPPAEA.  I  dare  not  now. 

(Looking  at  Court  and  people  meaningly?} 

NERO.  That  ill  is  soon  removed. 

(He  beckons  to  Court  and  people,  who  disperse, 
whispering  together?] 

POPPAEA.  I  fear  thy  wrath,  my  lord. 

NERO.  My  wrath !  for  what  ? 
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POPPAEA.  For  that  which  I  will  soon  unfold. 

NERO.  Sweet  wife, 

Hath  too  much  happiness  o'erturned  thy  brain  ? 

POPPAEA.  Am  I  thy  wife,  indeed  ? 

NERO.  Did  not  I  do 

A  god-defying  deed  to  make  you  mine. 

POPPAEA.  And  canst  thou  prove  thy  love  sincere  ? 

NERO.  Ye  gods, 

Have  not  I  whispered  love  a  thousand  times  ? 

POPPAEA.  If  aught  should  come  to  mar  my  happi- 
ness ? 

NERO.  I  would  shake  heaven  itself  to  give  you  joy. 

POPPAEA.  I  have  thy  word  for  that  ? 

NERO.  Thou  hast. 

POPPAEA.  Art  sure  ? 

NERO.  I  register  the  vow  in  face  of  heaven. 

POPPAEA.  Then,  there  is  one  who  steals  my  peace. 

NERO.  The  name, 

That  I  may  hurl  my  vengeance  down  ! 

POPPAEA.  She  is — 

She  is — Agrippina  ! 

NERO  (astonished].  My  mother  ? 

POPPAEA.  Yea ! 

NERO.  The   pall-like   night  is  black,  yet   not  so 

black 

As  is  the  inky  colour  of  my  heart. 
But  I  could  not — 
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POPPAEA.         Say  on. 

NERO.  Do  aught  to  harm 

The  daughter  of  Germanicus. 

POPPAEA.  Why  not  ? 

NERO.  Too  vast  the  guilt  that  on  my  conscience  lies 
To  add  another  sin. 

POPPAEA.  What  wrecks  thy  will  ? 

NERO.  The  potent  tie  of  birth.     I  am  her  son. 

POPPAEA.  Then,  must  she  trample  thee  and  rule 

thy  state 
As  if  thou  wert  a  mere  usurper  here. 

NERO  (as  if  struck  by  a  sudden  thought}.  Why,  by 
the  gods,  I  never  thought  of  that. 

POPPAEA.  Thou  art  the  Emperor  in  nought  but 

name, 
For  Agrippina  guides  the  helm  herself. 

NERO.  That  is  the  truth.     I  have  been  blind. 

POPPAEA.  Thou  hast, 

But  there  is  time  to  cure  the  malady. 
And  thou  canst  drag  the  curtains  from  thy  sight 
If  thou  but  stifle  thought. 

NERO.  What  must  I  do  ? 

POPPAEA  (going  out}.  Find  out  thyself. 

NERO.  Stay,  stay,  Poppaea,  stay  ! 

Wilt  thou  not  teach  me  how  to  act  my  part? 

POPPAEA  (returning].  Should  Agrippina  visit  here 
by  chance, 
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The  poison  or  the  sword  will  do  the  rest.  [Exit. 

NERO.  What  is  this  destiny  which  urges  me 
Against  my  will  to  write  my  name  in  blood  ? 
Not  mine  the  wish,  but  by  that  rash  consent 
To  snuff  the  vital  flame  of  Claudius 
The  vortex  of  the  oscitating  pool 
Hath  sucked  me  in,  and  now  I  blindly  go 
Where'er  the  raging  waters  carry  me. 
Alas  !  how  spotless  are  we  all  at  first, 
But  one  black  speck  by  an  abnormal  growth 
Blots  out  the  purity  of  innocence 
Till  he,  who  was  a  sinless,  happy  child, 
In  after  years  becomes  a  hardened  wretch 
To  whom  no  bloody  deed  would  be  amiss. 
One  who  could  clutch  a  sleeping  infant's  throat 
And  choke  the  breath  away. 

(A  pause,  during  which  he  observes  ANICETUS.) 
Anicetus  ! 

ANIC.  (coming  forward}.  My  gracious  lord  ! 

NERO.  How  goes  the  watch  ? 

ANIC.  There  is 

No  sound  abroad  unless,  perchance,  it  be 
The  long  roar  of  the  treasure-guarding  main. 

NERO.  Tis  well.     But  oh,  Anicetus  ! 

ANIC.  My  lord, 

What  is  this  cloud  which  hangs  upon  thy  soul  ? 

NERO  (bitterly).  Agrippina ! 
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ANIC.  (in  astonishment}.  What,  thy  mother  ? 

NERO.  Alas ! 

That  word  should  be  the  sweetest  ever  lisped 
By  nature's  lord  and  master — man.     But  yet — 

ANIC.  Say  on,  my  lord. 

NERO.  To  me  it  conjures  forth 

A  dreary  vista  of  untrodden  wastes, 
A  night  to  which  there  is  no  welcome  dawn, 
A  winter  dark  that  merges  not  in  spring. 

ANIC.  I  marvel  much  to  hear  these  fearful  words. 

NERO.  It  frets  my  soul  that  I,  the  Emperor, 
Must  knuckle  down  to  all  a  woman  wills, 
And  plot  and  murder  at  her  dread  behest. 

ANIC.  Must  thou  do  so,  my  lord  ? 

NERO.  Alas,  I  must 

While  Agrippina  lives. 

ANIC.  Can  she  not  die  ? 

NERO.  Proceed! 

ANIC.  Grows  there  no  herb  in  nature's  store 

From  which  by  cunning  art  we  may  distil 
A  blood-congealing  juice  ? 

NERO.  This  will  not  pass, 

For  she  so  long  hath  taken  counter  drugs 
No  hissing  poison  would  assail  her  life. 

ANIC.  The  sword  remains,  my  lord. 

NERO.  Yea,  by  the  gods  ! 

But  where  within  the  Roman  provinces 
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Is  there  a  man  with  soul  enough  to  dare 
That  wrath  provoking  deed  ? 

ANIC.  Here  stands  the  man. 

NERO.  What,  thou?     Go  then,  good  soldier,  do 

this  thing, 

And  I  will  pay  it  with  a  fabulous  sum  ; 
Yea,  though  the  treasury  it's-self  be  sacked 
To  furnish  forth  the  gold. 

(A  trumpet  sounds  without?) 

Oh,  brazen  blast, 

How  dreadfully  thy  notes  ring  in  mine  ear ! 
Methinks  I  know  that  sound  ! 

ANIC.  And  I,  my  lord. 

It  heralds  Agrippina's  retinue. 

NERO.  This  is  the  hand  of  fate  ! 

ANIC.  Look  now,  my  lord. 

If  our  surmise  be  true,  the  rest  is  plain  : 
She  must  depart  no  more. 

NERO.  Thou,  sayest  well ; 

But  yet,  I  quake  and  shudder  at  the  thought, 
For  how  will  future  generations  think 
Of  one  who  stopped  his  mother's  vital  breath  ? 
'Tis  horrible  to  entertain  ;  but  yet 
The  sacrifice  must  be,  or  lost  is  all 
That  gilds  the  portion  of  an  Emperor.  [Exit. 

A  N  1C.    (resuming  his  former  position.) 
Now,  do  I  grasp  within  my  eager  hands 
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The  golden  chain  which  leads  me  onwards  still 
To  all  that  favouring  fortune  can  bestow. 

Enter  PALLAS  (he  enters  while  AN  1C.  is  speaking?) 
PALLAS  {mockingly).  How  now,  my  friend  ?     Dost 

thou  beguile  the  hours 
Indulging  fancies  that  are  thin  as  mist  ? 

ANIC.  Oh,  Pallas,  I  implore  you  by  the  gods 
To  whisper  not  abroad  one  syllable 
Of  what,  in  foolish  mood,  I  stammered  out. 
PALLAS.  Betray,  my  friend  ? 
ANIC.  Thy  friend  ! 

PALLAS.  Yea,  thou  and  I 

Are  rowing  side  by  side. 

ANIC.  Thou  dost  not  jest  ? 

PALLAS.  Not  so,  Anicetus.     I  speak  the  truth. 

Enter  NARCISSUS. 
NARC.  (to  PALLAS).  From  Antium's  shore  hath 

Agrippina  come, 
And  'tis  Poppaea's  will  she  go  not  hence. 

(Observing  ANICETUS.) 
Oh,  blister  tongue,  thou  hast  betrayed  me  sure ! 

PALLAS.  Not  so,  Narcissus,  for  Anicetus 
Is  one  with  us. 

NARC.          This  is  most  fortunate. 

(Sound  of  steps  without^) 

ANIC.  The  sunlit  corridors  resound  with  steps. 
Ye  must  retire  at  once. 
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NARC.  'Twere  better  so. 

Farewell  then,  for  a  space,  but,  guard  thy  tongue. 

ANIC.  It  suits  my  interest  best  to  act  the  mute. 

[Exeunt  NARCISSUS  and  PALLAS. 
Enter  NERO  and  AGRIPPINA. 

(NERO  whispers  to  ANIC,  who  nods  and  retires?) 

NERO.  Welcome,  dear   mother,  to   these  waiting 

arms. 
This  is  a  golden  hour. 

AGRIP.  Think'st  thou,  my  son, 

That  through  the  weary,  cloud-enveloped  days 
No  aching  pang  was  present  in  my  heart  ? 

NERO.  What  didst  thou  think  of  me  ? 

AGRIP.  I  never  read 

But  soon  the  page  waxed  blurred  and  indistinct, 
For  I  remembered  thou  wert  far  away. 

NERO.  What  have  I  done  to  merit  such  a  love  ? 

AGRIP.  Thou  art  my  son,  and   nature's   ties   are 

such 
My  inmost  being  thrills  to  hear  thy  name. 

NERO.  Why  hast  thou  stayed  so  long  from  me? 

AGRIP.  Ye  gods ! 

Hast  thou  a  doubt  of  my  sincerity? 

NERO.  Not  I. 

AGRIP.  Wherefore  this  question  then  ? 

NERO.  Methought 

Thou  didst  not  own  in  any  favouring  light 
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My  marriage  with  Poppaea. 

AGRIP.  (laughs).  Ha!  ha!  ha! 

What  put  that  silly  fancy  in  thy  head  ? 

NERO.  'Twas  but  a  dream  I  know. 

AGRIP.  Hadst  thou  a  thought 

That  I  had  nought  but  malice  for  thy  bride  ? 

NERO.  Nay,  nay,  not  so.     But  yet — 

AGRIP.  But  yet  ? 

NERO.  At  times 

I  thought  thy  manner  to  Poppaea  cold. 

AGRIP.  And,  if  it  were,  'twas  that  thy  beautiful 

bride 

Did  share  the  love  which  I  thought  wholly  mine. 
Enter  POPPAEA. 

POPPAEA  (kneeling  and  kissing  AGRIPPINA'S  hand} 
My  mother  !    Oh,  may  I  call  you  mother  ? 

AGRIP.  Rise  up,  Poppaea.     Thou  art  Nero's  wife, 
And,  therefore,  my  own  daughter. 

POPPAEA.  Then  am  I 

More  to  be  envied  than  Hesperides. 

NERO.  How  did  the  journey  fare  ? 

AGRIP.  The  sea  was  calm, 

And  Zephyr  sang  a  soothing  lullaby. 

POPPAEA.  Praise  be  to  Neptune,  who  controls  the 
deep ! 

AGRIP.  There  came  a  waft  of  flowers  from  off  the 
shore, 
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And  tamarisks,  sweet  basil,  lavender 
Made  air  impregnate  with  a  drowsy  fume 
More  subtle  than  the  smell  of  opium. 

NERO.  The  golden  day  was  beautiful  indeed. 

AGRIP.  But  doubly  so  upon  the  sapphire  main, 
Where  wavelets  sparkled  round  the  vessel's  prow. 

POPPAEA.  In  languorous  ease  I  passed  the  hours 

away 

Within  the  garden  cool,  when  summer  winds 
Played   through   the  green   mandragora   leaves,  and 
lisped  a  song  of  beauty  to  the  violets. 

AGRIP.  Hast  thou  a  love  of  flowers  ? 

POPPAEA.  With  all  my  heart 

I  tend  the  velvet  nurslings  of  the  earth. 

AGRIP.  Life  is  a  flower,  and  I,  myself,  alas, 
Am  withering  at  the  root. 

POPPAEA.  There  thou  art  wrong. 

Believe  me,  Agrippina,  this  thy  hair 
Hath  not  a  single  silver  thread  in  it. 

AGRIP.  If   care  be  judged  by  silvern  threads   it 

brings, 

This  head  of  mine  should  be  a  snowy  white. 
Enter  NARCISSUS. 

NARC.  (to  POPPAEA).  Madam,  there  is  a  woman 

stands  without, 
Who  clamours  urgently  to  speak  with  thee. 

POPPAEA.  How  is  she  named  ? 


A    TRAGEDY  23 


NARC.  Locusta. 

POPPAEA.  Tell  her  I 

Will  be  with  her  at  once. 

NARC.  I  will  do  so.  [Exit. 

POPPAEA  (to  AGRIPPINA).    I   pray  you  overlook 

my  absence  now, 
For  I  have  urgent  business  to  transact. 

AGRIP.  (meaningly).  An   Emperor's  spouse  must 

have  a  busy  life. 
Go  then,  my  daughter,  I  forgive  you  quite. 

POPPAEA.     But  let  me  touch  your  lips  ere  I  go 
hence. 

AGRIP.  Small  is  the  boon,  and  granted  willingly. 

( They  kiss.}  [Exit  POPPAEA. 

Locusta,  ha !  methinks  I  know  that  name. 

NERO.  Hast  heard  of  her  before  ? 

AGRIP.  I  have  indeed, 

And  for  no  good.     She  is  a  poisoner 
By  choice  and  by  profession  (satirically).     Doth  thy 

wife 
Find  pleasure  in  such  noble  company  ? 

NERO.  Till  now  I  knew  not  there  was  such  a  name. 

AGRIP.  Thou  shalt  renew  acquaintance  or  I  err. 

NERO.  But  when  dost  thou  return  to  Antium  ? 

AGRIP.  The  boat  impatient  chafes  at  this  delay, 
And  I  am  called  by  every  sea-born  wind. 

NERO.  What !  and  so  soon  ? 
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ACRIP  (as  if  going  away).     It  must  be  so.     Fare- 
well! 

NERO.  Farewell !    But  stay  !    I  cannot  let  thee  go, 
Like  Theseus  from  his  spouse,  unfeelingly. 
What  if  some  dreadful  accident  does  hap 
To  sever  us  for  aye  ? 

AGRIP.  An  accident ! 

NERO.   Ay,   by   the   gods,   some    loosely   fitting- 
plank 
May  ope  a  passage  to  the  seething  waves. 

AGRIP.  Tell  me,    my    son,    why   is    this   sudden 
fright  ? 

NERO  (wildly,  staring  in  front  of  him").  Oh!  oh!  I 

see  them  there.     Tis  dreadful  thus 
To  gaze  upon  the  features  of  the  dead 
That  have  been  washed  to  their  eternal  home 
By  yon  cold,  oozing  waters  of  the  sea 
That  sob  in  storm  or  calm. 

AGRIP.  Art  drunk  or  mad, 

That  thus  these  glaring  orbs  of  thine  appear 
To  pierce  the  confines  of  untrodden  space  ? 
What  dost  thou  see  ? 

NERO.  'Twas  but  a  hideous  dream. 

But  oh,  sweet  mother,  canst  thou  truly  vouch 
For  the  fidelity  of  all  thy  crew  ? 

AGRIP.  Did  not  I  come 

From  flower-clad  Antium  o'er  the  grass  green  waves  ? 


A    TRAGEDY  25 


Yet  every  rope  held  taut,  nor  creaked,  nor  strained, 
And  overhead  the  flapping  sails  spread  out 
Like  wings  of  albatross  to  catch  the  breeze. 
Enter  ACERONIA. 

ACER.  The  mariners  are  waiting  for  you,  madam  ! 
The  sails  are  ready  and  the  awning  spread. 

AGRIP.  How  goes  the  day  without  ? 

ACER.  The  winds  sing  low 

As  if  they  never  howled  in  angry  gusts. 

AGRIP.  And  is  the  ocean  calm  ? 

ACER.  Like  crystal  smooth, 

With  scarce  a  ripple  on  the  rocky  shore. 

AGRIP.  Return  then,  Aceronia,  to  the  ship, 
And  say  I  come. 

[Exit  ACERONIA. 
I  laugh  thy  fears  to  scorn, 
And  soon  the  magic  sound  of  wind  and  waves 
Shall  echo  in  mine  ears. 

NERO.  The  sea  hath  power 

To  overwhelm  a  fragile  boat. 

AGRIP.  (mockingly).  Ha  !  ha  ! 

Is  this  the  mighty  sovereign  of  the  world  ? 
A  worse  than  craven  boy.     Farewell ! 

NERO.  Farewell ! 

But  yet— 

AGRIP.  I  will  discourse  no  more  with  thee.    [Exit. 

NERO.  Oh,  crackle  now,  ye  subterranean  fires 
3 
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That  burn  the  entrails  of  Vesuvius 

Till  earth  astonished  quakes  !     Flash,  meteors,  now, 

With  fiery  trail  across  the  vault  of  heaven 

Till  bestial  nations  halt  from  their  dark  deeds 

To  hail  the  messenger  of  woe  !     Walk  forth, 

Ye  shrouded  dead,  that  erstwhile  lay  asleep, 

Wrapt  in  the  vestures  of  the  tenebrous  tomb  ; 

Walk  forth,  and  with  your  fleshless  fingers  point 

To  hissing  multitudes  that  guilty  wretch 

Whose  hand  are  boltered  with  his  mother's  blood  ! 

[Exit. 
Enter  PALLAS  and  NARCISSUS. 

NARC.  The  gods  themselves  condone  the  fearful 

deed 

By  a  concatenation  of  all  things 
That  favour  such  a  crime. 

PALLAS.  I  would  'twere  done, 

And  Agrippina  stiffening  'mid  the  shells. 

NARC.  Hast  thou  implicit  trust  in  that  rude  man  ? 

PALLAS.  Ay,  by  the  gods  of  Rome !  Anicetus 
Will  sink  the  boat  as  he  has  sworn  to  do, 
Or  I  am  but  a  fool. 

{Sound  of  voices  without). 

NARC.  Oh,  who  comes  now 
To  storm  the  citadel  of  calm  repose 
And  banish  soothing  rest  ? 

PALLAS.  I'll  off  and  see !  {Exit. 
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NARC.  Fly,  conscience,  fly;  fix  not  in  me  thy  fangs, 
For  I  have  sworn  to  banish  tenderness 
So  fortune  may  be  gained. 

Enter  PALLAS. 

PALLAS.  Oh,  joyful  chance  ! 

Here  is  a  deputation  from  some  town 
Where  gaunt-faced  famine  holds  a  hungry  reign. 
Let  Nero  give  them  audience  for  a  while, 
'Twill  serve  to  keep  him  safe  from  all  sea  thoughts. 

(Subdued  noise  without). 
NARC.  Hark,  here  they  come,  upon  their  mission 

bent. 

Enter  Councillors  and  Citizens. 
VOICES.  Nero  !  Nero  !     Where  is  the  Emperor  ? 
OTHERS.  From  Misenum  we  come  in  urgent  haste, 
Sore  shaken  by  starvation's  wolfish  fangs. 

NARC.  Good  people,  cease  these  clamorous,  peevish 

cries 
And  I  will  call  our  gracious  Emperor. 

(Murmurs]. 

To  PALLAS.  Pallas,  speed  thou  away  and   bring 
him  here.  {Exit  PALLAS. 

(A  pause^  during  which  subdued  sounds}. 
Enter  NERO  (he  comes  slowly  into  the  chamber]. 
NERO  (speaking  wildly].  List !    list !    Oh,  hear  ye 

not  that  dying  wail 
Which  echoes  mournfully  across  the  foam 
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That  surging  billows  churn  ? 

NARC.  (coming  swiftly  forward}.    My  gracious  lord, 
Here  is  a  deputation  come  to  thee 
From  Misenum.     Oh,  haste,  and  speak  them  fair. 

VOICES.  Long  live  the  Emperor ! 

OTHERS.  Long  live  Caesar  1 

(Prolonged  shout}. 

NERO.  Speak  out,  ye  citizens  of  Misenum, 
And  Nero  will  do  justice  to  your  plaint. 

ist  COUNCILLOR.  In   tribulation  do  we  come  to 

thee, 

And  with  humility  implore  thine  aid 
To  scare  our  troubles  hence.     Hark  to  our  tale  ! 
A  burning  spark  thrown  by  some  wanton  hand 
Did  wrap  our  town  in  red  destructive  flames. 
So  quickly  did  the  conflagration  spread, 
Our  granaries  and  store-houses  were  scorched 
Ere  we  subdued  the  fire.     Then  hunger  came, 
And  nought  had  we  to  satiate  its  pangs, 
Or  wherewithal  to  buy.     Oh,  potent  prince, 
Grant  us  relief  from  out  thy  treasury  ! 
(Subdued  murmurs]. 

NERO.  Return  at  once  to  stricken  Misenum, 
And  I  will  send  a  courier  to  your  aid. 
(Acclamation]. 

VOICES.  Nero,  all  hail ! 

OTHERS.  A  god  reigns  over  us. 
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ist  COUNCILLOR.  In  name  of  all,  I  thank  you  for 

the  boon. 
[Exeunt,  with  murmurs,  all  but  NERO  and  NARCISSUS. 

NERO.  Back  to  your  wasted  city,  graceless  dogs, 
And  masticate  the  fleshless  bones  of  all 
That  hath  escaped  the  flame.     Chew  wood  or  stone — 
I  care  not  which — but  not  a  golden  coin 
Shall  leave  my  treasury  for  Misenum. 
Am  I  a  guileless  youth,  a  brainless  child, 
That  thus  they  come  to  me  with  tales  of  woe, 
And  seek  to  rob  me  of  the  spoil  of  years  ? 
But  oh !  (to  NARC.)  Dost  thou  not  hear  that  gurgling 

sound 
As  of  a  drowner  taking  his  last  breath  ? 

Enter  POPPAEA  and  Dancing  Girls. 
POPPAEA.  My  lord,  here  are  the  famed  Circassian 

girls 

Whom  thou  hast  often  longed  to  see.     Will  I 
Bid  them  go  through  the  mazes  of  the  dance  ? 

NERO.  Ay,  by  the  Roman  gods,  'twill  give  me  joy. 

(Lively  music  and  dance). 
NARC.  Well  footed,  by  my  life ! 
POPPAEA.  Was't  not,  my  lord  <? 

NERO.  Take  thou  this  purse,  Narcissus,  and  bestow 
Its  yellow  contents  on  those  dancing  girls. 

POPPAEA.  And  tell  them  from  Poppaea,  if  they 
choose 
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To  stay  with  us  they  shall  be  well  repaid. 

NARC.  Both  missions  I  will  take.  {Exit. 

NERO  (distractedly}.  Poppaea,  list ! 

A  wail  of  agony  comes  from  the  sea. 

POPPAEA.  There  is  no  murmur  from  the  placid  sea. 
Why  dost  thou  tremble  so  ? 

NERO.  Oh,  I  have  sent 

My  mother  to  the  shades  before  her  time  ! 

POPPAEA.  Is  this  thy  vaunted  resolution  now  ? 

NERO.  I  shudder  when  I  think  what  I  have  done. 

POPPAEA.  What !  would'st  thou  have  thy  mother 

scorn  thy  name, 

And  hold  the  diadem  on  her  own  brow 
Which  ought  to  gleam  on  thine  ? 

NERO.  Ha  !  is  this  so  ? 

POPPAEA.  The  mocking  legions  laugh  behind  thy 

back, 

And  with  rude  jests  consign  their  Emperor 
To  Agrippina's  apron  strings. 

NERO.  Ye  gods  ! 

Is  this  the  truth  ? 

POPPAEA.         Nought  but  the  honest  truth. 

NERO.  Then  have  I  been  a  soft,  submissive  fool. 
But  this  shall  be  no  longer.    I  will  rise, 
And,  with  firm  step,  assert  my  dignity. 

POPPAEA.  It  doth  rejoice  my  heart  to  hear  you 
speak 
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Such  manly  words  as  these. 

NERO.  Stay,  let  me  think — 

To  some  lone  island  will  I  banish  her 
That  she  may  end  her  days  in  peace. 

POPPAEA.  In  peace? 

NERO.  Ay,  by  the  gods. 

POPPAEA.  Dost  thou  the  maxim  know  : 

"Who  wields  a  sword,  likewise  by  sword  shall  fall." 

NERO.  What  dost  thou  mean  by  that  ? 

POPPAEA.  No  more  than  this — 

Hath  Agrippina  not  done  awful  crimes, 
So  foul,  indeed,  heaven's  vault  might  melt  in  shame  ? 

NERO.  Alas  !  thy  words  are  true. 

POPPAEA.  Then,  if  she  die 

Before  the  natural  term,  it  will  suffice 
To  justify  the  tenets  of  the  gods. 

(Sound  without}. 

NERO.  Who  comes  with  noisy  steps  ? 

POPPAEA.  Anicetus ! 

NERO  (as  if  recollecting).  Ha!  then  the  deed  is  done. 
Enter  ANICETUS. 

POPPAEA.  Welcome,  brave  friend. 

A  NIC.  (kneeling  and  kissing  the  Emperors  hand). 
The  peace  of  the  immortal  gods  be  thine. 

NERO.  Peace,  sayest  thou!     Methinks   my  peace 

hath  fled 
To  visit  me  no  more. 
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POPPAEA  (to  ANICETUS).  Rise  and  relate 

How  thou  hast  carried  through  that  arduous  task. 

NERO.  Ay,  do,  and  keep  no  particle  from  me. 

ANIC.  Straight  to  the  ship  I  went  as  thou  didst 

urge, 

And,  mingling  with  the  crew,  sought  to  disarm 
The  looks  suspicious  which  they  bent  on  me. 

POPPAEA.  Well  done,  Anicetus,  by  all  the  gods  ! 

ANIC.   The   winds    sang    madrigals    among    the 

shroudb 

As  half  way  o'er  the  waves  to  Antium 
I  burst  a  breach  through  which  the  water  rushed 
Like  yonder  cataracts  of  Charybdis 
That  guard  Sicilian  shores. 

NERO.  Say  on,  I  pray. 

ANIC.  A  woman  struggled  in  the  element, 
And,  with  a  choking  voice,  cried,  "  Save  me,  quick, 
For  I  am  Agrippina  !  " 

POPPAEA  (hastily).  Is  she  dead  ? 

ANIC.  Like  flash  of  light  I  seized  a  lengthy  oar, 
And  sent  the  drowner  to  the  sea  nymphs'  home. 

NERO  (despairingly).  Oh,  ye  immortal  gods. 

POPPAEA.  Praised  be  the  gods 

Who  have  removed  the  curse  from  Nero's  life. 

ANIC.  Oh,  pardon,  lord  and  madam.  Give  me  leave 
To  tell  what  followed  then. 

POPPAEA.  Loose  be  thy  tongue. 
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AN  1C.  'Twas  Aceronia  feigned  a  nobler  voice, 
And  met  a  doom  which  was  not  meant  for  her. 

POPPAEA.  The  thunderbolt  destroy  you,  erring  fool ! 

NERO.  She  hath  escaped.     Tis  well. 

ANIC.  The  princess  swam, 

And  by  the  aid  of  currents  reached  the  strand. 

POPPAEA.  And  did'st  thou  follow  her  ? 

ANIC.  I  followed  her 

Straight  to  her  villa  on  the  Antium  shore. 

POPPAEA.  What  then  ? 

ANIC.  I  found  her  combing  out  her  hair, 

And  muttering  to  herself. 

POPPAEA.  What  didst  thou  do  ? 

ANIC.  I   drew  my  sword,  and  felled  her  with  a 

blow 
Which  might  have  killed  a  Macedonian  bull. 

POPPAEA  (exultingly).  A  fearful   load  hath  fallen 
from  off  my  breast. 

NERO  (groaning).  There  is  a  load  upon  this  heart 

of  mine 

Might  crush  the  massive  monuments  of  Rome, 
And  bury  them  from  sight.    (To  ANIC.)    How  looked 
she  dead  ? 

ANIC.  As  placid  as  an  infant  in  a  sleep. 

NERO.  Oh,  she  was  beautiful,  Anicetus. 

POPPAEA.  Hast  thou  conclusive  proof  that  she  is 
dead? 
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ANIC  (laying-  down  a  bloody  cloth}.  Here  is  a  cloth 

stained  with  her  crimson  blood. 
NERO  (shudders).  What !  that  ? 
ANIC.  Yea,  that ! 

\Trumpet  sounds. 
Enter  SENECA. 

SENECA.  Most  gracious  Emperor, 

Here  is  a  messenger  from  Corbulo 
With  tidings  of  a  glorious  victory. 
The  populace  are  wild  with  joy. 

\Loud  noise  in  corridors. 
Enter  Populace. 

VOICES.  Hail !  hail ! 

The  demi-god  of  ancient  Rome. 

Enter  Messenger.      [Renewed  noise. 
MESS.  My  lord, 

The  noble  Corbulo  doth  greet  you  well, 
And  sends  you  word  of  his  success.     He  hath 
Won  golden  laurels  in  Armenia, 
And  captured  iri  the  fight  the  rebel  king, 

(Loud  and  prolonged  acclamation^} 
POPPAEA.  Oh  !  hear  you  that,  my  lord  ? 
NERO.  Good  news,  indeed. 

(  With  a  wave  of  his  hand  he  enjoins  silence?) 
Hear  me,  my  people  ;  hear  me,  men  of  Rome. 
A  festival  this  night  shall  grace  this  hall, 
That  echoes  may  respond  with  mirth  and  song. 
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The  purple  wine  from  jewelled  cups  shall  flow 
Unstinted  as  the  gush  of  mountain  spring. 
And  gorgeous  flowers  shall  deck  the  festal  board 
With  multi-coloured  forms  of  loveliness, 
Sweet  as  a  dream  of  the  Elysian  fields 
Or  silent  meadow  at  the  dawn  of  morn. 
This  shall  be  done  to  celebrate  in  full 
The  golden  conquests  gained  by  Corbulo. 

{Renewed  acclamation. 
Go,  Seneca,  regale  this  messenger 
With  rich  Sicilian  wine. 

SENECA.  I  will,  my  lord. 

(Exeunt,  with  tokens  of  pleasure  ^  all  save  NERO 
and  POPPAEA.) 
(NERO  sits  down  in  a  stupor?) 
POPPAEA.  Let  not  the  cloak  of  grief  hang  o'er  thy 

soul, 

For  time  will  remedy  all  woe  and  care. 
Farewell,  my  lord.     One  burning  kiss. 

[Kisses  his  hand. 

Farewell ! 

(POPPAEA  walks  slowly  to  the  doorway  of  the 
royal  apartments^  and  here  she  stands  look- 
ing round  at  the  Emperor  until  the  curtain 
falls.) 

NERO.  This  is  the  fatal   deed  which   damns   my 
soul 
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To  Stygian  torment  and  eternal  woe, 
The  blasts  of  sulphur,  and  the  flare  of  hell. 
Gape  now  in  horror,  oh,  ye  smoky  vents 
That  vomit  forth  magnetic  stones  and  dust, 
The  lava  rivers  of  Vesuvius. 
Gape  now  in  wonder  at  this  monstrous  act 
For  which  the  solid  earth  might  shrivel  up, 
And  yonder  opalescent  firmament 
Hide  in  murk  night  through  all  eternity. 
And  come,  ye  dusky  fiends  of  Acheron, 
Come  forth,  and  snatch  this  guilty  token  hence 
That  on  the  day  of  judgment  I  shall  see 
This  cloth  incarnadined  with  precious  blood — 
Condemning  evidence  against  my  crime. 

(While  NERO  speaks,  the  dying  rays  of  the 
setting  sun  fall  over  him,  and  for  a  moment 
or  two  light  up  the  scene ;  but  these  fade 
away^  and  gradually  the  shadows  of  night 
cover  the  Emperor  as  he  stands  staring 
fixedly  at  the  bloody  cloth) 

CURTAIN. 


ACT  II. 

SCENE.  The  Imperial  Palace  at  Rome.  A  magnificent  frescoed 
chamber  with  doors  at  either  side,  and  a  third  door  lead- 
ing to  the  Emperor's  apartments.  A  panorama  of  the 
Tiber  and  a  portion  of  Rome  is  seen  through  a  colonnade 
at  the  back  of  balcony  landing.  As  the  curtain  rises, 
Flavius  and  Vindex  come  in  from  opposite  doors. 

VlNDEX.  Good  morrow,  Flavius,   thou   art   soon 
astir. 

FLAVIUS.  A  soldier  and  a  sluggard  ne'er  were  one. 

VlNDEX.  Art  long  returned  to  Rome  ? 

FLAVIUS.  Three  days  agone. 

VlNDEX.  How  did'st  thou  fare  in  Spain  ? 

FLAVIUS.  Great  Jove  be  praised, 

The  turbulent  chiefs  are  quelled,  and  peace  restored. 

VlNDEX.  The  Britons,  too,  are  tamed,  and  Plautius 
Hath  sent  their  king  to  Rome. 

FLAVIUS.  That  is  a  tale 

Which  calls  to  recollection  other  days. 

VlNDEX.  Alas,  my  friend,   our   Rome   is   on  the 

wane. 
No  high-souled  Julius  wears  the  purple  now. 


38  NERO 


FLAVIUS.  Is  Nero,  then,  unworthy  of  the  throne  ? 

VlNDEX.  I  am  ashamed  to  own  the  truth. 

FLAVIUS.  Alas ! 

VlNDEX.  Did'st  thou  not  hear  that  Agrippina  died 
By  order  of  the  reckless  Emperor  ? 

FLAVIUS.  What,  Agrippina  !     His  mother ! 

VINDEX.  The  same 

FLAVIUS.  Oh,  monstrous  deed  !      Come,  Vindex, 

speak  again, 
And  say  thou  didst  but  jest. 

VlNDEX.  Ah,  Flavius, 

I  would  to  all  the  gods  I  could. 

FLAVIUS.  Rome  !  Rome ! 

Art  thou  subjected  to  the  fiends  of  Hell ! 

VlNDEX.  And  yet  the  Emperor  hath  some  excuse, 
For  he  is  goaded  on  to  crime. 

FLAVIUS.  By  whom  ? 

VINDEX.  His  wife. 

FLAVIUS.  The  beautiful  Poppaea  ? 

VINDEX.  Yea ! 

That  lovely  woman  hath  a  soul  as  black 
As  Galba's  Nubian  slave. 

FLAVIUS.  Oh,  worse  and  worse. 

I  never  dreamt  that  wickedness  could  lurk 
Within  so  fair  a  form. 

VINDEX.  A  comely  face 

Is  not  an  index  to  the  hidden  mind. 
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FLAVIUS.  But  hear  me,  Vindex,  what  did  Galba 

say 
When  roaring  winds  conveyed  that  deed  abroad  ? 

VlNDEX.  In  faith,  he  did  not  dare  to  speak. 

FLAVIUS.  What  then  ? 

VINDEX.  He  thought. 

FLAVIUS.  If  memory  play  no  trick,  Galba 

Was  one  who  hated  wrong. 

VINDEX.  With  all  his  soul ! 

While  Galba  lives  the  Roman  name  shall  be 
That  high  majestic  thing  it  was  of  yore. 

FLAVIUS.  The  gods  be  praised  for  such  a  man. 

VINDEX.  Amen ! 

(Sound  of  voices  without?) 

FLAVIUS.  What  have  we  here  ? 

Enter  GALBA  and  NATALIS  (talking}. 
(Starting  forward]  Galba ! 

GALBA.  Why,  by  the  gods, 

Methinks  I  hold  the  hand  of  Flavius. 
Welcome,  brave  soldier,  to  thy  native  Rome. 

NATALIS.  I  bid  thee  welcome  too. 

FLAVIUS.  Thanks,  noble  friends, 

A  thousand  thanks  for  this  regard. 

GALBA.  Hast  thou 

Since  thy  return  heard  whisper  of  the  things 
Which  have  polluted  Rome  ? 

VINDEX.  I  was  but  now 
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Relating  what  hath  soured  the  winds  of  heaven 
Since  Flavius  left  for  Spain. 

GALBA.  Flavius,  hear  me  ! 

Thou  art  a  soldier,  therefore  versed  in  all 
The  duties  adjunct  to  the  soldier's  life. 

FLAVIUS.  I  am. 

GALBA.  Then,  answer  me.     If  in  the  ranks 

There  is  a  captain  who  by  hateful  deeds 
Renders  himself  unfit  to  rule  his  men, 
What  would'st  thou  do  ? 

FLAVIUS.  Have  him  removed  at  once, 

And  give  some  worthier  man  the  place  of  trust. 

GALBA.  Then  Nero  is  the  captain  of  this  state, 
And  he  is  liked  by  none,  though  feared  by  all. 

FLAVIUS.  Ha,  Galba,  I  perceive  your  drift. 

NATALIS.  Nero 

Must  die,  or  Rome  will  shrivel  into  dust. 

FLAVIUS.  Now,  by  the  gods,  there  is  some  truth 

in  that. 

But,  Galba,  say  !  how  wilt  thou  overthrow 
This  worthless  Emperor  without  a  force  ? 

GALBA.  The  legions  are  aware  of  this  our  plot, 
And  wait  the  signal  to  begin  the  strife. 

VlNDEX.  I  saw  Anicetus  ere  morning  broke, 
And  heard  from  his  own  lips  that  he  is  tired 
Of  executing  Nero's  dread  commands. 

GALBA.  Praised  be  the  gods  ! 
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FLAVIUS.  Who  is  Anicetus  ? 

NATALIS.  The  Captain  of  the  Guard. 

VlNDEX.  Nay  more,  he  said 

If  Galba  wished  allegiance,  he  would  bow 
To  him  as  Emperor. 

NATALIS.  That  suits  us  well. 

{Sound  of  armour  clashing  above.) 

VlNDEX.  Anicetus,  or  I  mistake. 

Enter  ANICETUS  and  Soldiers. 

ANIC.  All  hail 

Ye  friends  of  Rome  ! 

VlNDEX.  Welcome  Anicetus  ! 

GALBA.  Brave  Vindex  hath  informed  us^of  thy  wish 
To  quit  the  service  of  the  Emperor. 

ANIC.  He  promised  to  reward  my  services, 
But  kicks  and  curses  have  been  pay  as  yet. 

GALBA.  If  thou  wilt  gain  the  soldiers  to  our  side 
I  will  pay  more  than  past  arrears. 

ANIC.  Vow  that, 

And  not  a  man  in  Rome  will  bar  thy  path. 

GALBA.  I  promise  it.     These  men  be  witnesses. 

ANIC.  (to  soldiers).  Soldiers,  this  noble  Galba  hath 

declared 
If  ye  will  serve  his  flag  gold  shall  be  yours. 

SOLDIERS    (ivaving  swords).    We  will !    we   will  ! 
Long  live  Galba ! 

GALBA  (to  ANIC).  Tis  well ! 
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Hear  me,  Anicetus,  remain  as  yet 
In  Nero's  service  till  the  fitting  hour. 

ANIC.  I  will. 

GALBA.          But,  when  the  name  of  "  Galba  "  rings 
Throughout  the  streets  of  Rome,  throw  off  the  mask, 
And  point  thy  sword  against  the  tyrant's  breast. 

ANIC.  It  shall  be  done. 

GALBA.  Then  leave  this  hall  at  once 

That  no  suspicious  talk  be  noised  abroad. 

ANIC.  Tis  better  so.     Farewell ! 

OMNES.  Farewell ! 

[Exeunt  ANICETUS  and  Soldiers. 

GALBA.  My  friends, 

Hard  work  be  now  the  order  of  the  day  : 
Thou,  Natalis,  to  wild  Germania, 
Vindex  to  furthest  Gaul,  and  I  myself 
Will  go  with  noble  Flavius  to  Spain. 

VlNDEX.  When  we  have  each  an  army,  then  to 

Rome. 
Is  that  agreed  ? 

GALBA.        It  is. 

VINDEX.  Come,  Natalis, 

We  go  this  way. 

GALBA.          And  I  with  Flavius  this. 

{Exeunt  by  opposite  doors. 

{Sentinels  enter  and  take  up  positions  at  various 
parts  of  the  chamber). 
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{Confused  noise  without). 
Enter  SENECA  and  BURRUS  with  Populace. 
VOICES.  Where  is  the  Emperor  ? 
OTHERS.  Why  tarries  he  ? 

AN  OLD  WOMAN.  My  selfish  sons  refuse  me  their 

support. 
I  seek  the  Emperor  to  find  redress. 

AN  OLD  MAN.    My   daughter   turns   me   out   of 

doors  at  night. 
I  claim  protection  from  our  gracious  lord. 

A  WOMAN.  The  Christian  fiends  have  stolen  my 

child  away 
To  make  a  sacrifice. 

BURRUS.  Hush,  peevish  clowns, 

Ye  make  the  air  discordant  with  your  cries. 

SENECA.  Our  lord  hath  other  business  to  attend. 
A  VOICE.  They  mock  the  men  of  Rome. 
VOICES.  Tear  them  to  shreds  ! 

(Confused  noise). 
Enter  NERO  and  POPPAEA. 

(Acclamation). 
NERO  (advancing).  Ye  come  for  justice  ;  justice  ye 

shall  have. 
Who  is  most  urgent  here  ? 

VOICES.  I  am ! 

OTHERS.  And  I ! 

(  BURRUS  and  SENECA  come  forward}. 
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BURRUS  (showing  documents}.  Here  is  some  weighty 

matter  for  your  sight. 
SENECA  (pointing  to  people].  Dismiss  these  yelling 

fools,  and  let  them  wait. 
A  VOICE.  Hark  to  the  doting  greybeard  ! 
VOICES.  Cut  his  tongue  ! 

NERO.  Go  hence,  ye  men  of  Rome,  and  I  shall  find 
An  opportunity  to  hear  your  pleas. 

VOICES.  Justice  !  justice  !  give  us  justice  ! 
NERO  (frowning).  Retire, 

Or  I  will  call  the  guard  to  thrust  ye  out. 

\Exeunt  Populace,  with  murmurs  of  dissatisfaction. 
Come,  Burrus,  let  me  hear  your  business  now. 

BURRUS.  The   savage    Britons   have   thrown    off 

their  yoke, 

And  taken  to  the  field  in  warlike  guise 
With  an  o'erwhelming  force.     The  legions  there 
Have  sent  a  courier  for  immediate  aid. 
NERO.  Ha,  this  is  gloomy  news. 
SENECA.  Aid  must  be  sent, 

Or  Rome  will  lose  its  British  colony. 

NERO.  It  is  a  sad  mischance,  but  ah,  my  friends, 
To  render  help  would  rob  the  treasury, 
And  take  away  our  gold. 

SENECA.  What,  Nero,  what ! 

Dost  thou  put  yellow  gold  into  the  scales 
Against  a  human  soul  ? 
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NERO.  Nay,  nay,  not  so ; 

But,  wanting  gold,  where  would  our  city  be  ? 

BURRUS.  But  if  we  send  not  succour  to  that  land, 
The  nations  will  forget  our  glory  soon 
And  openly  rebel. 

NERO.  Ha,  that  is  true. 

Then  must  I  grant  the  necessary  sum. 

POPPAEA.  "  Must,"  dost  thou  say  ?     Art  thou  the 

Emperor  ? 
Yet  to  a  subject  speak  that  servile  word. 

SENECA.     Thou  art  the  wife  of  Nero,  madam,  but 
Thou  hast  no  voice  in  the  affairs  of  state. 

POPPAEA  (with  a  terrible  expression  of  countenance], 
Dost  thou  say  so  ?   Then  I  will  not  disturb 
This  conference  further  with  my  meddling  tongue. 

\Exit  with  tokens  of  anger. 

NERO.  Look  you,  friend  Seneca,  Poppaea's  wrath 
Is  terrible  to  brook. 

SENECA.  Nothing  can  daunt 

The  mind  inured  to  philosophic  lore. 

BURRUS  (interrupting).  Oh  haste,  my  lord,  for  every 

passing  hour 

Delays  the  expedition  of  relief. 
And  fans  rebellion's  fire. 

NERO.         Take  then  this  ring  giving  signet  ring\ 
As  sign  of  my  assent,  and  raise  a  force 
Equipped  with  all  the  necessary  things 
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To  grant  the  legions  aid. 

BURRUS.  It  shall  be  done. 

SENECA.  And  that  right  speedily. 

\Exeunt  SENECA  and  BURRUS 

NERO.  How  blest  that  man 

Whose  self-possession  may  not  be  disturbed 
By  cries  or  hisses  from  the  multitude  ; 
Who  walks  the  boards  as  if  life  were  a  play 
With  jarring  scenes  removed. 

Enter  EPAPHRODITUS  (with  lyre). 

Welcome,  fair  boy. 
Have  yet  thy  fingers  kept  their  olden  touch  ? 

EPAPH.  Some  skill  I  boast,  but  not  enough,  my 

lord, 
To  warrant  thy  regard. 

NERO.  Thy  modesty 

Equals  thy  skill,  and  thou  hast  much  of  both. 
WThat  wilt  thou  sing  ? 

EPAPH.  The  "  Fall  of  Troy,"  my  lord. 

NERO.  The  Fall  of  Troy  ? 

EPAPH.  Yea  !     Doth  that  displease  you  ? 

NERO.  No,  no!      But  say  !;     What  was  the  doom 
of  Troy  ? 

EPAPH.  'Twas  burned,  my  lord. 

NERO.  Burned  ? 

EPAPH.  By  Agamemnon 

And  the  confederated  Grecian  states. 
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NERO  (as  if  to  himself}.  Troy  burned  !  Troy  burned  ! 
EPAPH.  Dost  thou  not  wish  that  song  ? 

Some  softer  melody  may  please  your  ear. 

NERO.  No,  no,  Epaphroditus,  sing  the  theme 
Which  thou  has  promised  me. 

(As  EPAPH.  tunes  his  lyre). 

Troy  burned  !  Troy  burned  ! 
EPAPH.  (interrupting).  What  did'st  thou  say,  my 

lord? 

NERO  (hastily).  Thou  art  deceived. 

I  never  spoke  a  word.     Come,  strike  your  chords. 

( While  EPAPH.  sings,  NERO  appears  to  be  wrapt 

in  contemplation). 

EPAPH.  The  fickle  strings  are  somewhat  harsh  to- 
night. 

NERO,    (as    if  awakening  from  a  dream).    The 
curling  flames  ascend.     Oh!  how  they  hiss 
And  circle  like  a  glistening,  gleaming  snake 
Around  yon  stately  town.     Fall,  turrets,  now, 
And  you,  ye  monuments,  acknowledge  fate. 

(He  turns  round  and  observes  EPAPH.,  who  is 

staring  in  astonishment). 
Thy  voice  is  rich,  my  boy,  and  doth  possess 
Such  charm  as  hath  the  sea  to  childhood's  ear. 
Take  thou   this  gift   (giving  a  com),  and  I  will  call 

thee  soon 
To  sing  that  song  again. 
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EPAPH.  (going).          I  thank  you,  lord.  [Exit. 

NERO.  That  song  of  Troy  hath  raised  a  thousand 

thoughts 

Within  my  bosom's  core.     What  if  I  could, 
By  self-same  method,  bring  our  Rome  to  dust, 
And  then  rebuild  it  in  a  grander  form  ? 
'Twould  celebrate  my  name  o'er  all  the  earth 
As  founder  of  the  world's  most  glorious  town. 
There  is  some  risk  in  it,  but  what  of  that  ? 
Much  would  a  mortal  do  for  earthly  fame. 
Then  come,  ye  furies,  from  the  realms  of  hell ; 
Come,  seize  this  fainting  heart,  and  harden  it 
That  I  may  light  the  torch,  which  shall  begin 
The  noblest  funeral  pyre  e're  witnessed  yet, 
The  wildest  conflagration  ever  seen. 

(Standing1  at  the  doorway  leading  to  his  apartments}. 
Farewell,  thou  Rome,  of  all  those  Caesars  dead. 
To-night  shall  scorching  flames  envelope  thee  !   \Exit. 
Enter  from  below,  POPPAEA  and  ANICETUS. 

POPPAEA  (wildly}.  Where  is  the  greybeard  ;    hast 

thou  found  him  yet  ? 
By  all  the  gods,  I  will  not  let  that  pass — 
An  insult  to  my  face  from  such  as  he. 

ANIC.  Oh,  I  have  sent — 

POPPAEA.  Where  ?  where  ? 

ANIC.  Down  to  the  town. 

POPPAEA.  He  shall  escape. 
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ANIC.  Not  so,  for  I — 

POPPAEA.  What  ?  what  ? 

ANIC.  I  pray  you,  madam,  be  not  angry  thus, 
Think  not — 

POPPAEA.  Out,  sermonizing  fool ! 

ANIC.  Hear  me. 

POPPAEA.  If  thou  would'st  not  distract  my  soul, 
then  speak. 

ANIC.  Two  of  my  foremost  soldiers  I  have  sent 
To  capture  Seneca. 

POPPAEA.          That  babbling  rogue, 
With  smoothness  of  his  tongue,  will  gain  them  o'er 
To  render  means  for  flight. 

ANIC.  Oh,  thou  art  wrong  ! 

POPPAEA.  Nay,  I  am  not ! 

ANIC.  My  head  shall  vouch  for  them. 

POPPAEA.  Such  words  with  ease  are  said. 
(Sound  without}. 

ANIC.  Hark  !  hear  you  that  ? 

Mine  ears  are  trained  to  know  a  martial  step  : 
These  are  my  soldiers  and  their  prisoner  now. 
Enter  SENECA  (guarded  by  soldiers). 

POPPAEA.  Detested  babbler,  I  will  have  thy  blood  ! 

SENECA.  What  have  I  done  to  thee? 

POPPAEA.  Done  me  a  wrong 

Nought  but  thy  death  will  e'er  propitiate. 

SENECA.  Thou  hast  no  power  to  execute  thy  will. 
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POPPAEA.  No  power ! 

SENECA.  I  laugh  thy  wrath  to  scorn. 

POPPAEA.  I  tell  you,  dotard,  I  will  have  revenge. 

SENECA.  I  know  that  thou  hast  done  such  things 
before. 

ANIC.  Hush,  Seneca ! 

SENECA.  I  will  not  hold  my  tongue. 

Look,  soldiers,  look  that  woman  in  the  face. 
That  she  is  beautiful,  no  one  can  doubt, 
But  'tis  a  tiger's  beauty,  for  her  heart — 

ANIC.  I  conjure  you,  by  all  the  gods,  no  more ! 

SENECA.  Her  heart  is  blacker  than  the   blackest 

night, 
And  charged  with  venomed  guile. 

POPPAEA  (with  suppressed  fury].  Anicetus, 
Take  hence  that  prating  wretch,  and  'tis  my  will 
That  he  be  thrust  into  the  foulest  den 
Which  thou  can'st  find  in  Rome. 

ANIC.  It  shall  be  done. 

But  Nero's  wrath — 

POPPAEA  (impatiently}.  Leave  me  to  settle  that. 
(Sound  of  singing  without?) 

SENECA.  Oh,  blessed  sound  ! 

POPPAEA  (to  ANIC).  Why  dost  thou  wait  ? 

ANIC.  Alas ! 

These  are  the  Vestal  Virgins. 

POPPAEA.  Take  him  hence 
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Before  they  come. 

Enter  Vestal  Virgins  (they  sing  as  they  enter, 
but  cease  when  they  meet  POPPAEA  and 
the  others). 

ANIC.  Too  late ! 

SENECA.  Oh,  happy  chance, 

ist  VESTAL  VIRGIN.  This  is  the  voice  of  Rome, 

that  when  we  meet 

One  who  hath  made  infringement  of  some  law, 
The  guilt  is  overlooked  and  known  no  more. 
Release  this  prisoner  then  and  let  him  go. 
ANIC.  (to  Soldiers).  Unhand  him,  men  ! 
SENECA.  Oh,  glorious  liberty ! 

I  thank  you,  lovely  maidens,  for  this  boon. 

POPPAEA.  Be  thou  obiquitous  and  I  will  find  thee  ; 
Let  mountains  hide  thee,  I  will  pluck  thee  forth, 
And  grind  thy  bones  to  dust.     Think  not,  rash  fool, 
Thou  canst  insult  me  with  impunity. 

ist  VESTAL  VIRGIN.  Vain  woman,   other  things 

should  hold  thy  thought 
Than  this  unseemly  thirst  for  sham  revenge. 
Exeunt  Vestal  Virgins  singing,  with  SENECA  in  their 

midst. 

ANIC.  Oh,  I  am  sorry,  madam. 
POPPAEA.  Say  no  more. 

ANIC.  But  yet. 
POPPAEA.  Clog  up  thy  mouth  and  babble  not. 
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AN  1C.  What  will  I  say? 

POPPAEA.  Go  hence,  thou  gaping  p'g, 

And  pester  me  no  more. 

ANIC.  (to  Soldiers).     Come,  follow  me  ! 

\Exeunt  ANIC.  and  Soldiers.) 

POPPAEA.  Gape  wide  thy  rocky  jaws,  Vesuvius, 
And  vomit  up  the  molten  lava  hot 
To  overwhelm  the  earth.     I  must  have  blood. 
That  hoary  dog  shall  mock  my  crimes  no  more. 

Enter  LOCUSTA  (while  POPPAEA  is  speaking}. 

LOCUSTA.  Blood,  sayest  thou  ? 

POPPAEA  (turning  round  hastily).  Locusta  ! 

LOG.  .-  Thy  servant  still. 

POPPAEA  Sit  here,  Locusta,  I  would  talk  with  thee. 

Loc.  Dost  thou  require  my  service,  ha  ? 

POPPAEA.  I  do ! 

Loc.  Is  Nero  false  ? 

POPPAEA  (quickly).    Oh,  no  ! 

Loc.  Where  lies  the  wrong  ? 

POPPAEA.  That  philosophic  fool. 

LOC.  What  ?     Seneca  ? 

POPPAEA.  The  same. 

Loc.  What  hath  he  done  ? 

POPPAEA.  An  injury, 

For  which  the  chastisement  is  death. 

LOG.  (gleefully).  Ha  !  ha  ! 

POPPAEA.  The  sword  hath  failed,  therefore — 
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LOG.  Therefore  ? 

POPPAEA.  Perforce. 

Thy  drugs  must  do  the  deed. 

LOG.  (rubbing her  hands  together).  Oh,  joyous  hour  ? 

POPPAEA.  What  poison  wilt  thou  use  ? 

LOG.  That  rests  with  thee 

POPPAEA.  With  me  ? 

LOG.  The  choice  of  drug  is  thine. 

POPPAEA.  Say  on. 

LOG.  Dost  thou  desire  the  action  swift  or  slow  ? 

POPPAEA.  Thou  hast  a  store  of  both  ? 

LOG.  I  have. 

POP  AEA.  'Tis  well. 

LOG.  Hast  thou  decided  yet  ? 

POPPAEA  (as  if  in  thought).  That   loose-tongued 

wretch 

Compared  me  to  a  tiger.     (To  LOG.)    Tell  me,  friend. 
How  does  a  tiger  kill  its  prey  ? 

LOG.  Ha  !  ha  ! 

Like  mousing  cat. 

POPPAEA.  Like  mousing  cat  ? 

LOG.  Some  jest  before  the  tragedy  begin. 

POPPAEA.  That  is  my  clue. 

LOG.  Your  will  ? 

POPPAEA.  Hast  thou  a  drug 

Which  will  destroy  life's  sap  by  slow  degress, 
And  rack  the  tortured  form  with  burning  pains  ? 
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LOG.  I  have  a  poison  such. 

POPPAEA.  How  is  it  named  ? 

LOG.  The  potent  juice  of  green  mandragora  leaves, 
Concocted  by  the  glare  of  harvest  moon. 

POPPAEA.  Mandragora  juice.     Art  sure  of  this  ? 

LOG.  Ha!  ha! 

Have  not  I  put  it  to  the  test  before. 

POPPAEA.  Then  try  its  efficacy  once  again. 
And  hark  ! 

LOG.       Madam. 

POPPAEA.  When  Seneca  hath  drank, 

Watch  his  contortions  and  report  to  me. 

LOG.  I  love  to  watch  my  patients.     Ha  !  ha  !  ha  ! 

POPPAEA.  Go  then,  at  once. 

LOG.  May  I  not  touch  your  hand  ? 

POPPAEA  (shudders).  If  thou  dost  choose. 

LOG.  Why  art  thou  trembling  so  ? 

POPPAEA.  An  icy  breeze  came  down  the  corridor. 

LOG.  Is  that  all  ? 

POPPAEA.  All ! 

LOG.  Farewell ! 

POPPAEA.  Success  to  thee. 

{Exit  LOG.     She  hobbles  out  crooning  to  herself. 
There  is  no  end  to  guilt,  for  one  dark  deed 
Involves  another  by  some  fatal  link  ; 
And  thus,  the  work  goes  on  without  a  halt 
To  the  penultimate  hour  of  misty  time. 
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When  first  I  did  an  act  of  mortal  wrong, 

My  cheeks  were  blanched  and  every  member  shook, 

But  use  and  wont  have  banished  tenderness, 

So  conscience  hath  no  place  within  my  soul 

To  chide  me  for  my  sins.     Tell  me,  ye  gods, 

Am  I  accountable  for  fulsome  crimes 

Urged  on  me  by  the  hand  of  Destiny 

And  perfected  by  scorn  ? 

Enter  NERO. 

NERO.  Poppaea ! 

POPPAEA  (startled].  Ha ! 

(Regaining  her  composure?) 
Oh,  it  is  thou,  my  husband. 

NERO.  Even  I. 

POPPAEA.  Your  cheeks  are  lily  pale.     What  woe 
hath  happed  ? 

NERO.  Remorse  doth  tear  me  for   my   mother's 
death. 

POPPAEA.  Oh,  coward  fool ! 

NERO.  Strange  dreams  disturb  my  sleep. 

POPPAEA.  Mere  folly  this. 

NERO.  And  through  the  hours  of  night 

Blood-crusted  daggers  point  towards  my  breast. 

POPPAEA.  Imaginary  blades  will  never  kill. 

NERO.  But  oh  !  I  fear. 

POPPAEA.  What  dost  thou  fear,  my  lord  ? 

NERO.  There  is  some  tribunal  at  whose  dread  bar 
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The  deeds  of  men  are  judged. 

POPPAEA.  Thou  art  a  child, 

And,  childlike,  art  dismayed  by  shadowy  fears. 

(A  faint  wail  heard  coming  from  the  city  below). 
What  means  that  sound  ? 

NERO.  I  dare  not  guess. 

Enter  Attendant. 

ATTEND,  (to  POPPAEA).  Madam, 

There  is  a  withered  crone  stands  at  the  gate 
And  clamours  to  have  speech  with  you. 

POPPAEA.  Did  she 

Give  indication  of  her  mission  here  ? 

ATTEND.  She  said  Locusta  was  a  passport  sure. 

POPPAEA.  Tis  well !   Regale  her  till  I  come. 
(Exit  Attendant). 

My  lord. 

NERO.  Say  on. 

POPPAEA.    Would  Seneca  be  missed  from  Rome  ? 

NERO.  He  is  our  prop  and  stay.     Why  dost  thou 
ask? 

POPPAEA.  Because  he  sleeps. 

NERO.  Worn  out  by  many  cares. 

POPPAEA.  He  sleeps. 

NERO.  Thou  sayest  so. 

POPPAEA.  But  from  this  sleep — 

NERO,  (clutching  her  arm).  But  from  this  sleep  ? 

POPPAEA.  He  will  awake  no  more. 
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NERO.  What !  hast  thou  murdered  him  ? 
POPPAEA.  I  have  done  so. 

NERO.  Hear  me,  ye  gods,  throughout  the  world 

command 

A  convocation  of  the  roaring  winds 
To  waft  this  woman's  infamy  abroad  ! 

POPPAEA  (kneeling).  Forgive  me,  lord,  much  was  I 

wronged  by  him. 

NERO.  Detested  creature,  get  you  hence,  or  I — 
POPPAEA.  Oh,  mercy  !  mercy ! 
NERO.  Waste  not  thus  thy  breath. 

POPPAEA.  Oh,  thou  didst  love  me  once  ;  then  by 

that  love — 
NERO.  I  loved  you  once,  but  thou  hast  killed  my 

love. 
POPPAEA  (attempting  to  take  his  hand).  Aid  me, 

ye  gods,  to  win  affection  back  ! 
NERO.  Stand  off,  vile  thing,  thy  hands  are  foul 

with  blood. 

POPPAEA.  Are  thine  entirely  clean  ? 
NERO.  Ha,  guilty  wretch. 

Dost   thou   upbraid   my   deed  ?       The  thought  was 

thine. 

Remember  that.     The  goad  was  in  thy  hands, 
Or  Agrippina  would  have  seen  this  day. 

POPPAEA.  Oh,  I  was  wrong  ;    restore  me  to  thy 

heart. 
5 
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NERO.  Hence   with    thee,   hence,    and    in    some 
chamber  dark 

Hide  from  the  light  of  day  lest  yonder  sun 

Dart  forth  indignant  rays  to  blast  thy  form  ! 
POPPAEA.  My  lord  !  my  lord  !  forgive — 
NERO.  Hence  from  my  sight, 

Thy  prayers  and  tears  have  no  avail  with  me. 

Exit  POPPAEA.     She  looks  back  once,  but  NERO  sternly 
waves  her  away. 

He  sitsl\      i 

Oh,  where  is  Grecian  Lethe,  where  its  waves  ? 

For  I  would  drain  a  goblet  to  the  dregs 

And  sleep  away  to  void  oblivion, 

So  burning  conscience  might  be  soothed  to  rest, 

And  this  eternal  round  of  jarring  strife 

Torment  my  soul  no  more. 

(A  wailing  sound  comes  from  the  city  below]. 

He  starts'}.  Whence  is  that  wail, 

As  of  a  nation  mourning  its  dead  King? 
(Springing  to  his  feet.) 

Base  recollection  brings  my  memory  back 

To  that  ungrateful  act  which  shrouded  Rome 

In  curling  smoke  and  flames.     Poppaea  !  list ! 

Thy  words  were  true,  and  these  my  hands  are  stained 

With  dye  of  fearful  things,  which  well  might  make 

Dun  wint'ry  clouds  weep  blood  in  place  of  rain. 

Too  loose  my  tongue  when  I  condemned  in  thee 
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Those  self-same  deeds  which  I  have  done  myself, 

Defying  God  and  man.     Poppaea,  hark  ! 

Going  to  doorJ] 

I  do  forgive  the  death  of  Seneca, 

So  think  of  it  no  more. 

(Passing  though  doorway.) 

Poppaea,  come  !  [Exit. 

Enter  NARCISSUS  (perusing  a  document). 
NARC.  Now,  by  the  Phrygian  god,  I  never  dreamt 
The  fires  of  fierce  rebellion  would  burst  out 
To  crackle  and  to  splutter  over  Rome. 

(Enter  PALLAS.) 

PALLAS.  Day  dreams,  Narcissus,  eh  ? 
NARC.  Nay,  Pallas,  nay  ! 

I  am  perturbed,  but  by  no  common  care. 

PALLAS.  Thy   love  hath   played   thee   false,  this 

much  is  plain. 
I  see  it  by  the  twitching  of  thy  brow. 

NARC.  By  the  earth-blasting  instruments  of  Jove, 
Love  is  a  thing  I  would  not  tamper  with. 

PALLAS.  Yet  wiser  men  than  thou  have  proved  its 

worth. 
But  come,  what  is  thy  tale  ? 

NARC.  I  doubt,  my  friend, 

The  tintinnabulary  note  is  struck 
Which  is  the  herald  of  avenging  fate. 
PALLAS.  Avenging  fate  ! 
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NARC.  (exhibiting  scroll).     This  scroll  in  secrecy 
Was  sent  to  me  last  eve.     Hear  how  it  runs  : 
"  The  colonies  have  openly  rebelled. 
Intent  on  punishing  the  many  crimes 
The  sacrilegious  Emperor  hath  done. 
If  thou  wouldst  save  thy  treasures  and  thyself, 
Then  fly  at  once  before  the  avenger  come." 

PALLAS.  Oh,  doleful  words !    No'name  attached. 

NARC.  No  name. 

PALLAS.  It  may  be  but  a  hoax. 

NARC.  And  it  may  not. 

PALLAS.  That  is  a  fatal  possibility. 
And  yet— 

NARC.    And  yet  ? 

PALLAS.  'T  would  be  a  foolish  act 
To  rush  from  opulence  for  shadowy  fears. 
The  pusillanimous  Emperor  would  laugh 
Were  we  to  fly  from  some  intangible  woe. 

PALLAS.  What  can  we  do  ? 

NARC.  Still  in  the  palace  wait 

With  preparation  made  for  flight. 

Enter  Attendant  (hastily). 

ATTEND.  Oh,  sirs ! 

Rome  is  on  fire  ! 

PALLAS.         What  ? 

NARC.  Our  Rome  on  fire ! 

(Confused  noise  without). 
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Enter  2nd  Attendant  (hastily). 
PALLAS.  Ha ! 

ATTEND.  The  citizens  have  forced  the  palace  gates, 
And  seek  to  kill  our  gracious  Emperor. 
(Loud  noise  coming  nearer]. 
Hark,  here  they  come  ! 

NARC.  I  will  not  brook  their  wrath. 

PALLAS.  Nor  I. 

NARC.  Then  come. 

\Exeunt  OMNES,  shouting  "  Woe,  woe" 
(Night  falls   over  the  scene,  and,  through  the 
colonnade  at  back,  Rome  is  seen  burning. 

(Loud  noise  in  the  corridors]. 
Enter  ANICETUS,  Soldiers,  and  Populace. 
(ANICETUS  and  the  Soldiers  vainly  endeavour 
to  keep  the  populace  back,  but  overpowered 
by  weight  of  numbers,  they  are  forced  into 
the  chamber  by  the  clamouring  people. 
ANIC.  Bear  back,  fierce  yelling  fiends, 
Ye  are  barbarians  and  not  Roman  men. 

VOICES.  Where  is   the  monster  who   set    fire   to 
Rome? 

(Loud  cries). 

OTHERS.   We   come   for   vengeance.     Vesta,  aid 
our  search ! 

(Renewed  cries). 
ANIC.  Think  ye  your  Caesar  would  be  base  enough 
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To  shroud  his  capital  in  wasting  flames  ? 

ist  CITIZEN.  Lead  us  to  Nero,  or  our  just  revenge 
Will  drag  these  walls  apart,  that  not  an  arch 
Or  lofty  colonnade  may  tell  the  tale 
That  here  a  palace  of  the  Caesars'  stood. 
ANIC.  Unworthy  is  your  wrath. 

Enter  NERO. 

ist  CITIZEN.  Kill  him  !  kill  him  ! 

(Loud  cries  and  hisses. 
NERO  (stands  on  balcony  landing,  with  his  back 

to  the  colonnade], 

NERO.  Why  do  ye  raise  this  outcry  for  my  blood, 
As  if  I  were  a  ravenous  beast  of  prey 
And  not  your  Emperor  ?     Think  ye  that  I 
Could  be  so  void  of  sense  as  hurl  a  torch 
At  our  Imperial  Rome  ?     But,  hear  me,  friends. 
If  vengeance  be  your  object,  ye  can  have 
Such  retribution  as  may  cause  the  stars 
To  snuff  their  mellow  lights.     Haste  to  yon  cells, 
Where,  in  the  sombre,  silent  catacombs, 
Those  Galilean  heretics  abide. 
Go  \  drag  them  from  their  orgies,  drag  them  forth, 
For  they  alone  have  set  our  town  on  fire. 

(Confused  noise,  and  the  Populace  attempt  to 

rush  out). 

But  go  not  yet,  for  much  have  I  to  say. 
{Murmurs  of  assent). 
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There  is  a  resolution  in  my  heart 

To  lead  you  forth  to  conquest,  and  restore 

The  golden  glory  of  our  grandeur  lost. 

Fain  would  I  bring  that  prestige  back  again 

Which  once  resounded  through  the  universe 

As  emblem  of  courageous  ardour  free  : 

That  name,  at  sound  of  which  all  nations  quaked, 

And  strove  by  costly  gifts  to  gain  our  smile. 

VOICES.  'Tis  the  voice  of  a  god  ! 

ist  CITIZEN.  He  is  a  man 

Clothed  with  the  boundless  wisdom  of  a  god  ! 
{Acclamation). 

NERO.  Our    Rome   is    burning    now,    but    let   it 

burn, 

For  I  will  send  to  far  Egyptian  ports 
To  bring  from  thence  a  store  of  amber  grain 
That  may  relieve  your  starving  children's  cry ; 
And  I  will  build  the  falling  towers  anew 
With  walls  of  jasper,  brazen  gates  and  doors, 
With  winding  stairs  of  finest  marble  hewn  ; 
The  streets  shall  gleam    with    bricks    of   burnished 

bronze 

That  will  reflect  the  golden  summer  sun, 
And  every  house  shall  have  a  sapphire  roof 
On  which  ambrosial  flowers  will  bloom  and  waft 
Sweet  perfume  to  the  air.     Thus  shall  this  town 
With  Babylonian  splendour  rise  and  shine 
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O'er  all  that  was,  or  is,  or  is  to  come. 

(Loud  and  prolonged  acclamation.  N ERO  turns 
round,  and  points  through  the  colonnade 
down  to  the  ancient  and  beautiful  city  which, 
like  a  SPIRIT  of  REVENGE,  he  had  doomed  to 
destruction,  and  the  populace  make  a  general 
movement). 

CURTAIN. 


ACT  III. 

SCENE.  The  Imperial  Palace  at  Rome.  A  chamber  with  doors 
at  either  side,  and  a  large  arched  doorway  in  the  centre 
at  back  opening  to  a  corridor  which  lies  parallel  with  the 
stage.  A  flight  of  steps  leads  up  to  the  doorway  of  the 
corridor.  The  entire  Court  is  assembled  for  a  festival, 
and,  as  the  curtain  rises,  Nero  speaks. 

NERO.  This  night  be  spent  in  joyous  revelry, 
With  mirth  and  song  and  melody  divine, 
To  charm  all  sorrow  hence.     Lift  high  these  cups, 
And  fill  them  to  the  brim  with  Tuscan  wine, 
And  pledge  prosperity  to  Roman  power — 
A  wider  empire  and  a  new  domain 
That  may  extend  from  where  the  rising  sun 
Doth  tip  the  wild  Caucasian  rocks  with  gold 
To  yonder  Herculean  Pillars  vast 
That  mark  the  limit  of  European  soil. 
Thus  will  I  render  Rome  so  rich  and  great 
That  Jupiter  himself,  whose  path  is  fire, 
And  from  whose  awful  seat  the  cloudbolts  flash — 
That  god  of  gods  shall  lay  his  godhead  down 
To  gain  the  chance  of  ruling  over  Rome. 

[Loud  and  prolonged  shout. 
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I  will  unite  the  realms  of  East  and  West, 

And  hold  a  court  at  old  Jerusalem 

With  such  solemnity  and  pomp  of  state 

As  will  out-vie  the  rich  empyreal  heaven. 

And  nations  from  all  corners  of  the  earth, 

With  palm  tree  branches  in  their  hands,  shall  bow 

At  my  exalted  throne,  and  cry  aloud, 

"  Hosanna  to  the  demi-god  of  Rome." 

[  Cries  of  approba tion. 
A  thousand  minstrels  shall  together  sing 
From  blushing  dawn  of  morn  till  setting  sun, 
That  mocking  Echo  may  repeat  a  strain 
Of  sweeter  music  than  the  world  hath  known 
Since  Orpheus  on  Mount  Pelion  sang  his  songs. 
Then  raise,  my  people,  raise  your  golden  cups 
And  drink,  I  say,  drink  to  our —         {Trumpet  sounds. 
Enter  Attendant. 

ATTEND.  Pardon,  lord, 

A  messenger  hath  come  from  Germany. 
Enter  Messenger. 

MESS.  Imperial  Caesar,  grave  my  tidings  are. 
The  German  legions  are  in  full  revolt. 

[Subdued  whispers. 

NERO.  Pernicious  fools  !    Who  is  the  consul  there  ? 

MESS.  Antonius  Natalis. 

NERO.  Then  by  the  gods — 

\Trumpet  sounds. 
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He  starts?^     More  tales  of  woe  ? 

Enter  2nd  Messenger. 
2ND  MESS.         Most  mighty  Emperor, 
The  legions  that  are  placed  in  furthest  Gaul 
By  charge  of  Vindex  have  rebelled  from  thee. 

[Great  commotion. 
NERO.  Oh,  wretched  news !     Locusta,  where  art 

thou? 

Loc.  My  gracious  lord. 

NERO.  Hast  thou  the  powder  there 

That,  mixed  with  sparkling  wine,  will  open  up 
The  flood-gates  of  the  dark  eternity  ? 
Loc.  I  have,  my  lord. 

NERO.  Tis  well.     Then  place  it  safe. 

LOG.  Oh  where,  my  lord  ? 

NERO.  Within  that  jewelled  box, 

For  I  may  soon  require  its  potent  aid 
To  usher  in —  {Trumpet  sounds. 

Oh,  ye  immortal  gods, 
What  ills  are  now  to  come  ? 

Enter  3rd  Messenger. 
3RD  MESS.  Hail !  Caesar,  hail ! 

All  Spain  is  in  rebellion,  and  the  troops 
To  Rome  are  marching,  Galba  at  their  head, 
Whom  lately  they  proclaimed  as  Emperor. 

(Renewed  commotion^  and  exeunt,  with  cries  of 
terror •,  all  save  NERO  and  POPPAEA.) 
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NERO.  Oh  coward  curs,  ye  quaff  my  purple  wine, 
Yet  fly  away  when  danger  rears  its  sword. 
To  POPPAEA.]     Poppaea !  speak  some  soft,  consoling 

word. 
POPPAEA.  I   came   not   here   to   speak  consoling 

words. 

NERO.  Dost  thou  desert  me  too  ? 
POPPAEA.  Have  I  not  cause  ? 

NERO.  What  dost  thou  mean  ? 
POPPAEA.  That  Asian  slave. 

NERO.  Acte ! 

POPPAEA.  Thou  hast  confessed  thy  guilt. 
NERO.  My  guilt ! 

POPPAEA.  Ye  gods ! 

Must  I  defile  my  voice  to  lisp  thy  deeds. 

NERO.  A  whisper  in  the  corridor.     Is  this — 
POPPAEA.  No  more,  I  pray.     The  servants  jeer 

and  laugh 

That  thou,  the  mighty  Emperor  of  Rome, 
Shouldst  stoop  to  love  a  slave. 

NERO.  The  menials  laugh  ? 

POPPAEA.  They  do. 

NERO.  Then  will  I  crucify  them  all. 

POPPAEA.  Do  as  you   please,  but   I   shall  have 

revenge. 

NERO.  What  wilt  thou  do  ? 
POPPAEA.  Kill  that  detested  slave. 
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NERO.  Thou  art  my  wife,  Poppaea,  but  if  thou 
Destroy  a  single  hair  of  Acte's  head 
Thy  life  shall  answer  it. 

POPPAEA.  What !  wouldst  thou  dare — 

NERO.  I  will  not  only  dare  but  do. 

POPPAEA.  Great  Jove, 

What  fearful  monster  hast  thou  placed  o'er  Rome ! 

NERO.  A  fearful  monster!     Ha!  ha!  ha! 

POPPAEA.  Thou  art. 

NERO.  I  was  not  such  a  monster  till  thou  didst 
By  fell  insinuations  urge  yon  crime. 

POPPAEA.  Thou  wert  a  fool  to  act  upon  my  words. 

NERO.  What,  dost  thou  laugh  at  me  ?     Then,  by 

the  gods, 
Thou  shalt  not  longer  live. 

(He  clutches  her  by  the  throat^ 

POPPAEA  (gasps).          Mercy ! 

NERO.  Ha!  ha! 

What  grain  of  mercy  didst  thou  give  my  mother  ? 
Thus  will  I  pay  you  back  in  full.     But  no ! 

[Throwing  her  from  him. 
I  will  not  stain  my  hands  with  blood  of  thine. 

POPPAEA  (groaning).  Olympian  gods  ! 

NERO.  Go  hence,  lest  I  repent. 

POPPAEA.  Thy  hands  have  marked  my  throat. 

NERO.  Go  hence,  I  say ! 

Pacing  up  and  down^\  [Exit  POPPAEA. 
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Oh,  murky  dens  of  Tartarus,  gape  wide, 
And  with  your  fulsome  vapours  swallow  me, 
For  I  am  tired  of  life.     This  dismal  day 
Hath  planted  deeper  wrinkles  on  my  brow 
Than  doting^age  can  do,  for  I  have  heard 
Such  things  as  might  unhinge  a  stronger  mind 
And  shroud  the  heart  in  wasting  leprosy. 
But  I  will  for  a  season  cloak  my  grief. 
Grief,  ha !  nay,  nay,  it  is  not  wet-eyed  grief — 
That  is  a  something  dwells  in  bosom  weak, 
And^mine  is  resolute — my  path  is  fixed  : 
Revenge !  that  word  shall  thunder  in  mine  ears 
Throughout  the  length  of  parsimonious  time. 
Yea  !  I  will  bring  that  Galba  to  the  dust 
Though  the  united  chivalry  of  Rome 
Be  leagued  against  me. 

Enter  ANICETUS. 
(Turning  round^}     Oh,  Anicetus  ! 

ANIC.  My  gracious  lord,  I  pray  you  give  not  way 
To  the  o'erwhelming  cataract  of  grief. 

NERO.  Oh !  is  there  hope  ? 

ANIC.  What  is  to  hinder  that  ? 

NERO.  What  dost  thou  think  ? 

ANIC.  These  tidings  of  revolt 

Are — 

NERO  (eagerly).  What  ? 

ANIC.  But  idle  tales. 
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NERO.  Oh  soothing  words  ! 

ANIC.  But  if— 

NERO.  Say  on. 

ANIC.  'Twill  give  thy  spirit  rest, 

I  will  procure  a  suitable  force  of  men 
To  garrison  our  Rome. 

NERO.  Oh  faithful  friend ! 

ANIC.  'Tis  but  my  duty,  sir. 

NERO.  Go,  do  this  thing  ; 

And  list,  Anicetus,  be  like  the  wind. 

ANIC.  I  will.  [Exit. 

(A  pause  >  during  which    NERO    reclines   on  a 

couch.     Music). 

Enter     ACTE.      (bringing     tray     with    fruit    and 
flowers). 

ACTE  (kneeling).  The  benison  of  Jove  be  thine. 

NERO  (stroking  her  hair)  Most  beautiful ! 

ACTE.         I  am  a  slave,  my  lord. 

NERO.  A  slave ! 

ACTE.  Wilt  thou  remember  that  ? 

NERO.  Rise  up 

And  lay  that  fruit  aside. 

ACTE.  Oh,  here  are  grapes 

From  Beneventum  !  wilt  thou  not  partake  ? 

NERO.  Put  down  that  tray. 

ACTE.  I  may  not  answer  "  no." 

NERO.   I  love  you,  Acte,  better  than  my  life. 
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ACTE.  (putting  her  finger  to  his  lips).    Oh,  hush, 
my  lord. 

NERO.  Thine  eyes  have  charmed  my  soul. 

ACTE.  I  pray  you,  let  me  go. 

NERO.  Oh,  lotus  flowers, 

This  damsel's  heart  is  harder  than  a  stone. 
Aid  me,  ye  summer  breezes  eloquent, 
To  plead  my  willing  suit. 

ACTE.  My  gracious  lord, 

Appeal  not  to  the  summer  winds  that  sigh, 
For  life's  too  short  to  harbour  sighs  or  tears. 

NERO.  Wilt  thou  not  whisper  hope. 

ACTE  (shivers  and  turns  round].      My  lord. 

NERO.  Alas ! 

Why  dost  thou  turn  away  ? 

ACTE.  Poppaea. 

NERO.  Well? 

ACTE.  I  seem  to  see  her  eyes. 

(POPPAEA  and  LOCUSTA  softly  enter  corridor 
at  back). 

NERO.  Thy  fear  is  vain. 

ACTE.  Last  eve  she  met  me  in  the  corridor, 
And — and — 

NERO.       Say  on. 

ACTE.  My  flesh  doth  tremble  yet. 

NERO.  I  will  protect  you,  sweet. 

ACTE.  "  Vile  slave,"  she  said, 


A    TRAGEDY  73 


"  Haste,  fly  from  Rome,  or  I  will  spill  thy  blood." 

NERO.  She  is  a  fiend.    But  tremble  not,  sweet  love. 
(Kissing  her  hair}  She  shall  not  do  thee  harm. 

(POPPAEA  attempts  to  rush  into  the  chamber ; 
but  LOCUST  A  restrains  her). 

ACTE.  I  fear  her  wrath. 

NERO.  Sweet  Acte,  come  with  me.    Let  us  go  forth 
Into  the  garden  cool,  where  myrtle  groves 
Deny  the  sun  access  into  their  shades, 
For  there  shall  we  be  safe. 

ACTE.  Oh,  safe !  Tis  well. 

[Exeunt,  hand  in  hand. 
Enter  POPPAEA  and  LOCUST  A. 

POPPAEA.  Art  thou  assured  of  all  ? 

Loc.  (laughs].  Ha !  ha  !  a  slave. 

POPPAEA.  A  most  detested  slave. 

LOC.  I  like  his  choice. 

POPPAEA.  Laugh  not  at  him,  Locusta.    By  the  gods, 
I  love  him  to  distraction  even  yet. 

Loc.  Pardon,  madam. 

POPPAEA.  But  I  shall  kill  that  slave ; 

Yea,  I  will  kill  her  though  the  god  of  gods 
In  indignation  blot  creation  out. 

Loc.  But  how  wilt  thou  proceed  ? 

POPPAEA.  Medusa  like, 

Transfix  her  to  the  heart  with  one  long  stare. 

Loc.  Methinks  the  poison  cup  would  swifter  be. 
6 
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POPPAEA.  The  poison — no  !    Eternity  would  dawn 
Before  the  deadliest  poison  did  its  work. 

LOG.  I  have  a  powder  here  will  vanquish  life 
In  scarce  two  minutes'  time. 

POPPAEA.  Away  with  it. 

Two  minutes  are  two  thousand  years  with  me 
While  Acte  breathes  the  air. 

LOG.  Pray  give  me  leave, 

And  I  will  send  this  wretched  slave  to  hell 
To  meet  old  Seneca. 

POPPAEA.  This  must  not  be, 

For  I,  myself,  would  give  the  fatal  blow. 
Yea,  I  could  tear  her  limb  by  limb,  and  drink 
Her  life's  blood  as  it  flows. 

LOG.  Ha  !  ha  !  well  said. 

But  what  about  the  opportunity  ? 

POPPAEA.  They  lurk  within  the  garden  shades  ? 

LOG.  They  do. 

POPPAEA.  Oh,   come,   then,   resolution,   steel    my 
soul ! 

LOG.  What  is  thy  will  ? 

POPPAEA.  To  kill  her  as  they  kiss. 

LOG.  Ha  !  ha !  that  will  not  pass. 

POPPAEA.  Why  dost  thou  laugh  ? 

Thinkst  thou,  Locusta,  I  have  not  the  will 
To  put  in  execution  such  a  thought. 

LOG.  (showing  a  powder).  Drink  off  this  poison  here. 
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POPPAEA.  Translate  thy  words. 

LOG.  Disturb  great  Caesar  and  his  paramour, 
The  consequence  will  be — 

POPPAEA.  What  ? 

LOG.  Death ! 

POPPAEA.  Out!  out! 

Thou  croaking  bird  ;  death  is  not  terrible : 
'Tis  but  the  thought  of  it  makes  us  afeard. 

LOG.  The  grave  is  cold. 

POPPAEA.  {going  to  door).  'Twill  cool  this  burning 

brain. 

I  will  confront  them.     Aid  me,  demons,  gods, 
To  gain  a  fierce  revenge. 

LOG.  (attempting  to  hold  her  back).  Stay,  madam,  stay! 
Thou  dost  not  know  the  peril  of  that  course. 

POPPAEA.  (savagely).    Unhand   me,  woman,  for  I 

am  resolved. 
I  will  go  forth —  \Exit,  shouting  "  Revenge" 

LOG.  That  walk  will  end  in  death. 

Not  that  I  care,  ha !  ha !  the  yellow  gold 
Is  all  my  business.     Let  them  give  me  gold, 
And  they  can  laugh,  or  weep,  or  die.     Ha  !  ha  ! 

\Exit,  with  fiendish  laughter. 
Enter  ANICETUS  and  BURRUS. 

BURRUS.  A  dreadful  prodigy  appears  at  night, 
And  flares  across  the  sky. 

ANIC.  What  say  the  priests  ? 
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BURRUS.    They    have   invoked    the    oracles,    and 

learn 
A  mighty  nation  soon  will  lose  its  head. 

ANIC.  And  this  doth  point — 

BURRUS.  To  Rome. 

ANIC.  I  thought  as  much. 

BURRUS.  The  tyrant  must  be  trampled  in  the  dust, 
For  he  retards  the  march  of  liberty. 

ANIC.  A  fearful  dictum  this. 

BURRUS.  The  gods  are  just, 

And  weigh  the  acts  of  men  impartially. 

ANIC.  I  tremble,  Burrus,  for  I,  too,  have  sinned. 

BURRUS.  Thou  wert  the  instrument  of  crime  ? 

ANIC.  I  was. 

BURRUS.    The  mind   that  planned,  and    not   the 

hand  that  struck, 
Shall  answer  for  the  deed. 

ANIC.  I  will  atone. 

BURRUS.  Atone !  but  how  ? 

ANIC.  Hear  me,  my  noble  friend  : 

I  will  become  the  herald  of  the  gods, 
And  crush  the  monster  that  doth  prey  on  Rome. 

BURRUS.  What  canst  thou  do  ? 

ANIC.  (pointing  to   his  dagger).    This   blade  shall 
pierce  his  heart. 

BURRUS.  If  that  could  be — 

ANIC.  I  say  it  shall  be  done ! 
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Hark  in  your  ear  a  moment.     Dost  thou  know 
That  Galba's  soldiers  walk  the  streets  of  Rome  ? 

BURRUS.  In  broad  daylight  ? 

ANIC.  They  do,  but  in  disguise. 

BURRUS.  Oh,  this  is  sooner  than  I  thought. 

ANIC.  And  list  • 

This  is  the  day  agreed  on,  which  shall  see 
The  coronation  of  triumphant  right 
And  downfall  of  the  dastard  Emperor. 

BURRUS.  Is  that  the  mark  ? 

ANIC.  It  is.     This  day  shall  sound 

Throughout  the  crowded  streets  a  warlike  cry — 

BURRUS.  "Galba?" 

ANIC.  Yea,  by  the  gods  ! 

[A  wail  of  women  without. 

BURRUS.  Hush  !  what  is  that  wail  ? 

[Sound  of  footsteps. 

ANIC.  Some  one  doth  rush  this  way. 

Enter  Attendant  (in  great  agitation). 

ATTEND.  Oh,  noble  sirs  ! 

BURRUS.  What  is  thy  tale? 

ANIC.  Speak,  friend ! 

ATTEND.  My  clammy  tongue 

Can  scarce  articulate  a  single  word. 

BURRUS.  Hast  thou  been  drinking  wine  ? 

ATTEND.  Nay,  nay,  not  so. 

In  truth,  Poppaea  is  no  more. 
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ANIC.  What !  dead  ? 

ATTEND.  Ay,  murdered  by  the  Emperor. 
BURRUS.  Ye  gods ! 

ANIC.  How  did  it  hap  ? 

ATTEND.  Deep  in  the  myrtle  grove 

Did  Nero  sit  and  softly  whisper  love 
Into  the  ear  of  yonder  Asian  slave. 
BURRUS.  Proceed ! 

ATTEND.  When  suddenly  Poppaea  came, 

And,  bursting  through  the  thicket,  at  one  bound 
Caught  Acte  by  the  throat. 

ANIC.  What  then  ? 

ATTEND.  Alas ! 

A  dagger  did  the  rest. 

BURRUS.  What  dost  thou  say  ? 

Did  Nero  murder  his  own  wife  ? 

ATTEND.  He  did. 

ANIC.  Fell  was  that  stroke. 

(Dead  march,  and  a  hymn  for  the  dead  in  the 

distance?) 

BURRUS.  They  bear  the  body  in. 

ATTEND.  I  cannot  brook  the  features  of  the  dead  ! 

{Exit. 
BURRUS.  Stand   in    the   shadow   here  until  they 

pass. 

(Enter  Attendants  bearing  the  body  0/Pc-PPAEA 
while  the  Vestal  Virgins  walk  behind^  softtv 
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chanting  a  hymn  for  the  dead.     The  cortege 
goes  slowly  out  by  the  corridor  at  back.) 
ANIC.  That  mournful  requiem  appals  my  soul 
With  its  solemnity. 

BURRUS.  This  is  a  deed 

Which  is  the  culmination  of  all  crime. 
ANIC.  But  it  shall  be  his  last. 
BURRUS.  Oh,  world  of  woe ! 

These  gilded  halls  seem  carminic  with  blood. 

ANIC.  But  former  stains  shall  have  another  stain 
To  cleanse  those  spots  away.     This  day  shall  see 
The  blood-daubed  walls  washed  by  a  purging  stream. 

[Sound  without. 
BURRUS.  I  hear  a  step. 

ANIC.  Is  this  the  Emperor  ? 

BURRUS  (hastily).   I  would  not  meet  that  guilty 

wretch. 

ANIC.  Then  come. 

\Exeunt  whispering. 
Enter  NARCISSUS  (reading). 
NARC.  "  Rome  is  in  arms  to  combat  tyranny." 
Again  that  warning  came  in  secrecy 
From  friend  or  friends  unknown. 

Enter  PALLAS  (in  great  trepidation) 
PALLAS.  Oh,  Narcissus  ! 

NARC.  Good  Pallas,  why  art  thou  perturbed  ? 
PALLAS.  Alas ! 
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This  day  hath  happed  what  might  shake  Tartarus 
And  scare  the  blackest  fiend. 

NARC.  What  tale  is  this  ? 

PALLAS.  The  Emperor  hath  slain  his  wife. 

NARC.  His  wife  ! 

PALLAS.  The  beautiful  Poppaea. 

NARC.  Oh,  ye  gods  ! 

Can  this  be  true,  indeed  ? 

PALLAS.  I  saw  her  corse. 

NARC.  Oh,  woe  of  woes  ! 

PALLAS.  This  Rome  of  ours  is  cursed. 

NARC.  The  sore  shall  soon  be  healed.     Hear  me, 

my  friend. 

Last  eve  another  warning  came  to  me, 
But  shorter  than  the  first. 

PALLAS.  How  doth  it  run  ? 

NARC.  (reading  scroll).  "Rome  is  in  arms  to  combat 
tyranny." 

PALLAS.  What  may  that  message  mean  ? 

NARC.  That  we  must  fly. 

PALLAS.  But,  "  Rome  In  arms." 

NARC.  Some  secret  plot,  I  fear. 

PALLAS.  That  suits  my  purpose,  for,  to  tell  the 

truth, 
I  hate  these  sombre  halls. 

NARC.  Then  let  us  fly. 

PALLAS.  Would  I  were  safe  beyond  the  palace  gates. 
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\Exeunt,  talking. 

Enter  NERO  (dressed  in  gorgeous  apparel}. 
NERO.  Sleep,  Agrippina,  for  thou  art  avenged, 
And  she  is  dead  who  sent  thee  to  the  shades 
Before  the  natural  term.     No  more  thy  ghost 
Need  roam  companionless  through  Pluto's  realm 
Since  I  have  sent  Poppaea  to  her  doom. 
(He  laughs).  Ha  !  ha  !  this  is  another  stronger  link 
In  that  acataleptic  brazen  chain 
Which  drags  me  down  to  the  abyss  below, 
That  awful  gulf  which  yawns  before  my  feet, 
And  from  whose  pitchy  depths  a  sulphur  stench 
Poisons  the  air  of  heaven. 

(He  sits.     Faint  noise  without). 
Enter  EPAPHRODITUS  (in  haste]. 
EPAPH.  My  lord  !  my  lord  ! 
NERO.  Speak  out. 

EPAPH.  Oh  hour  of  grief! 

Rome  is  besieged  by  a  rebellious  force. 

NERO.  What  sayest  thou  ?     Our  Rome  besieged  ? 
EPAPH.  It  is. 

\Loud  noise  without. 
NERO.  W'hat  mean  these  sounds? 
EPAPH.  I  have  no  thought,  my  lord. 

(Servants^  &c.,  pass  tumultuously  across  corridor 

at  back.) 
NERO.  The  craven  fools  desert  me  in  my  need. 
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EPAPH.  The  rebel  soldiers  must  have  passed  the 

gates. 

NERO.  Ha !  danger  then  is  imminent. 
EPAPH.  My  lord, 

Wilt  thou  not  fly  ? 

NERO.  Bring  me  a  dagger,  boy. 

(EPAPHRODITUS  hands  him  a  dagger^ 
EPAPH.  My  lord  !  my  lord ! 
NERO  (trying  the  edges).   How  small  this  deadly 

blade, 

Yet  one  keen  stroke  can  usher  joy  or  woe — 
Immortal  pleasure  or  immortal  pain. 

\_Soimd  in  corridor. 

EPAPH.  (going  out).  Oh  haste,  my  lord,  and  save 
thyself! 

[Exit. 

NERO.  Thou  too!  (Pointing  the  dagger  at  his  heart). 
Come,  kindly  steel,  and  rid  me  of  this  life 
Which  I  have  proved  so  drear.     (He  shudders?)     Oh, 

phantom  death ! 
My  spirit  trembles  at  the  thought  of  thee. 

[  Throwing  down  the  dagger. 
Down,  deadly  steel,  I  will  not  use  thine  aid 
To  still  this  wildly  palpitating  heart. 
Enter  ANICETUS. 
Welcome,  my  brave  Anicetus. 

ANIC.  My  lord ' 
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NERO.  The  gods  reward  you  with  most  precious 

gifts! 
Hast  thou  procured  the  men ! 

AN  1C.  (with  double  meaning).  My  gracious  lord, 
The  soldiers  are  assembled. 

NERO.  Soothing  words ! 

Then  I  am  safe  indeed. 

ANIC.  What  dost  thou  mean  ? 

NERO.  Hast  thou  not  heard  a  whisper  in  the  streets 
Of  a  rebellious  force  without  the  walls. 

ANIC.  A  rebel  force !     Not  I,  my  lord. 

NERO.  Ha!  then, 

That  singing  slave  hath  lied. 

ANIC.  What  did  he  say  ? 

NERO.  That  a  rebellion  was  afoot. 

ANIC.  Tis  false. 

NERO.  Praise  be  the  gods !     But  yet — 

ANIC.  Say  on,  my  lord. 

NERO.  If  such  had  been  the  case,  I  would  have  fled, 
And,  by  my  voice  divine,  gained  sustenance 
On  Alexandria's  streets. 

ANIC.  No  need  for  that 

When  Rome  is  still  thine  own. 

NERO  (suddenly).  Anicetus, 

Dost  thou  fear  death  ? 

ANIC.  I  am  a  man,  my  lord, 

And  have  no  fear  of  aught  in  death  or  life. 
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NERO.  I  am  no  coward,  yet — 

ANIC.  But  yet,  my  lord  ? 

NERO.  There  is  no  shadow  frights  an  emperor 
Like  that  detested,  grinning  phantom,  Death. 

ANIC  Talk  not  of  death,  my  lord,  for  look !  the 

sun 
Fills  all  the  earth  with  joy. 

NERO.  How  goes  the  time  ? 

ANIC.  'Tis  nearly  noon. 

NERO.  But  noon ;  yet  I  am  tired, 

As  if  it  were  the  blackest  hour  of  night. 

ANIC.  Wilt  thou   not  rest,  my  lord  ?    Here  is  a 

couch. 

(As  NERO  lies  down,  the  orchestra  play  a  dreamy 
melody). 

NERO.  Soft  tender  cords  breathe  on  the  thrilling  air, 
Sweet  as  a  dream  of  the  Elysian  shore, 
Where  neither  pain  nor  woe  disturbs  the  mind, 
Where  scorching  suns  forget  to  flare  abroad, 
Where  chilling  dews  forget  to  fall  at  night, 
A  dream  of  harpers,  harping  to  their  songs 
Beside  some  garden  fountain,  when  the  winds 
Blow  from  the  balmy  south  with  scent  of  flowers, 
Acacias  and  the  oleanders  red, 
Sweet  basil,  calamus  and  cinnamon — 
Play  on,  oh  strain,  and  lull  my  soul  to  sleep. 
{He  sleeps). 
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ANIC.  (drawing  his  dagger).  Hark  to  my  prayers, 

oh  ye  immortal  gods, 
And  wed  me  to  the  Spirit  of  Revenge, 
That  blood  may  flow  for  blood. 

(GALBA,     VlNDEX,     FLAVIUS     and    NATALIS 

appear  in  the  corridor  with  Soldiers. 
NERO,  (starting  from  his  sleep).     Avaunt !  avaunt ! 
Blood-crusted  couriers  of  avenging  fate. 
Poppaea,  Agrippina,  and  a  host 
Whom  I  despatched  to  hell  before  their  time, 
They  stand  around  my  couch,  and  with  them  bring 
The  fulsome  odours  from  their  mouldy  tombs. 
Avaunt!  avaunt! 

(He  turns  round  and  perceives  ANICETUS). 

Thy  looks  are  fraught  with  woe. 
(  With  suspicion).  Art  thou  my  friend  ? 

ANIC.  I  am  a  friend  to  Rome, 

NERO.  What  means  that  shining  weapon  in  thy 

hand? 
ANIC.  (with  fury).  To  rid  a  tyrant  of  his  hateful 

life. 

NERO.  Mercy !  mercy !  I  am  not  fit  to  die ! 
ANIC.  But  die  thou  must  (striking  him}.  Take  that  t 
NERO  (falling  back}.  Oh,  fiends,  or  gods  ! 

ANIC.  Galba!  Galba!  Galba! 

(The  Conspirators  and  Soldiers  rush  into  the 
chamber). 
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NERO.  Oh,  such  an  end  ! 

GALBA  (striking  him).  Die !    monster,  die !     This 

for  the  burning  Rome  ! 

FLAVIUS  (striking  him}.  This  for  thy  mother's  death! 
NATALIS  (striking  him).  This  for  thy  wife  ! 

VlNDEX  (striking  him).  And  this  for  trampling  on 
our  liberty ! 

(NERO  dies). 
(During  these  speeches  the  Populace  have  been 

noisily  entering  the  chamber]. 

GALBA.  Shout,  Romans, now,for  tyranny  is  crushed ; 
Imperial  Rome  is  as  it  was  of  yore  ! 

(Loud  and  prolonged  shout}. 
(To  Soldiers).  Lift  him,  my  soldiers,  on  your  spears 

and  shields ! 

(The  Soldiers  lay  NERO  on  a  stretcher  made  by 
placing  their  shields   across    their  spears. 
They  then  stand  on  the  steps  leading  up  to 
corridor  doorway   and  lift  the  body  above 
their  heads,  while  the  Populace  form  in  line 
on  either  side  in  the  shape  of  an  angle). 
Hark  to  me,  Romans,  all.     Attend  my  words — 
No  more  oppression  shall  lay  on  this  town 
The  heaviness  of  gloom  ;  for  he  is  dead 
That,  like  a  monster,  stalked  the  streets  and  squares 
Devising  fearful  plans  for  evil  things. 
JSTo  rnoje  calamities  shall  pester  life, 
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Or  pestilence  waft  a  poison  to  the  air, 

For  he  is  cold  in  death  that  wrought  these  ills — 

Gone  to  return  no  more.     Judge  him,  ye  gods, 

And  render  him  accountable  for  all 

Which  he  hath  done  on  earth  for  good  or  bad. 

And  you,  ye  men  of  our  Imperial  Rome, 

Gaze  on  this  bier  and  tremble  :  for  to  all 

It  hath  a  terrible  significance 

Which  thunders  out — This  is  the  end  of  guilt ! 

(GALBA,  as  he  speaks  the  last  few  words,  draws 
his  sword  and  points  to  the  extemporised 
bier  on  which  lies  the  body  of  the  greatest 
tyrant  Rome  ever  knew.  The  Soldiers 
follow  GALBA'S  example,  and  the  Populace 
stretch  forth  their  hands,  while  the  fierce 
glare  of  the  Italian  noon-day  sun  lights  up 
the  scene  brilliantly). 
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